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 ABSTRACT 
“Conceptions of the World”: Universalities in Literature and Art After Bandung 
Pieter Vanhove 
 
This dissertation examines how after decolonization the philosophical concept of 
universality was reimagined in European and Chinese literary and visual culture. My central 
argument is that, in the wake of the 1955 Bandung Conference and the Afro-Asian solidarity it 
embodied, writers and intellectuals from both sides of the Iron Curtain proposed alternative 
notions of universal culture and World Literature. While traditional Eurocentric conceptions of 
the universal were lodged in an exclusionary logic rooted in colonial violence and racism, after 
decolonization it became possible to imagine postcolonial claims to universality. 
 I show how the Non-Alignment Movement imagined at Bandung inspired artists and 
intellectuals from both sides of the bipolar divide to voice new modes of solidarity in their work. I 
focus on three specific contexts: Italy, the Francophone world, and China. In the Italian context 
the writers I study include thinkers of a distinctively Gramscian lineage, from Pier Paolo Pasolini 
to Maria Antonietta Macciocchi. Conversely, the French and Francophone writers that I discuss, 
including Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir, Frantz Fanon, and Patrice Lumumba, were 
reconfiguring universality chiefly from a Hegelian perspective. Finally, in the Chinese context, I 
show how the Chinese contributions to the Bandung-era reinvention of universal culture and the 
ulterior art practice of the post-Mao 1980s were both rooted in the Marxist tradition. I conclude 
with a discussion of how postcolonial claims to universality, such as those imagined at Bandung, 
relate to “globalized” conceptions of the universal. 
 My work contributes to major recent debates in the fields of Comparative Literature and 
Postcolonial Studies by engaging with the theoretical questions of universality and translatability. 
Scholars like Emily Apter have recently published critical studies of what has been dubbed the 
“translatability assumption” at the heart of the burgeoning field of World Literature. My research 
discusses how an overt emphasis on reading works of literature in translation in the name of ease 
of access and universal circulation can gloss over the cultural and linguistic diversity of the world’s 
languages and literatures.  
My research also relies on Judith Butler’s notion of “competing universalities.”  In her text 
of the same title, Butler draws from Hegel, Gramsci, and others as she sets out to think the 
conditions of possibility for political hegemony.  She arrives at an open-ended conclusion. Since 
many political constructs claim universality from within their located particularity, Butler argues 
that the intellectual’s task is to “adjudicate among competing notions of universality.”  In line with 
these recent debates on the question of universality, my dissertation navigates between the 
different competing universals at stake during and after the Cold War.  
My dissertation is original in the sense that it is one of the first multilingual and 
interdisciplinary studies that elucidate how current geopolitical changes on the world stage—from 
China’s expansionist politics to the rise of formerly Third World nations as global economic 
players—are embedded in a cultural history. While globalization is commonly seen as a 
phenomenon that expanded after the historical shifts of 1989, my project shows how the 
“postcolonial universalities” imagined in the wake of decolonization by Western and non-Western 
writers and artists constituted the groundwork for this history. 
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The problem of the twentieth century  
is the problem of the color-line, 
—the relation of the darker to the lighter races  
of men in Asia and Africa,  
in America and the islands of the sea. 
 




In early May of 1955, the African-American author and journalist Richard Wright 
gave a lecture in the margin of the first Afro-Asian Conference at Bandung. Wright had 
been invited to give his talk, titled “The Artist and His Problems,” by the PEN Club of 
Indonesia and the Indonesian Council for Deliberations on National Culture.2 “Modern 
Society,” Richard Wright told his audience of mostly Indonesian writers and intellectuals 
gathered at a local cultural center, “has splintered into various different fragments, and the 
artist is searching for human unity, a unity which economics and politics have sundered.”3 
This lost human unity, Richard Wright insisted, had been rekindled at Bandung. At the 
first Afro-Asian Conference, the author of Native Son and Black Boy, who had grown up 
in Jim Crow’s South and come of age on Chicago’s South Side, was championing a new 
                                                
1 W.E.B. Du Bois, “Of the Dawn of Freedom,” in The Souls of Black Folk (Chicago: McClurg, 1903), p. 13. 
 
 
2 See Brian R. Roberts, Artistic Ambassadors: Literary and International Representation of the New Negro 
Era (Charlottesville & London: University of Virginia Press, 2013), p. 152. In the margin of his lecture, Wright 
met the critic H.B. Jassin, the essayist Asrul Sani, the Eurasian journalist Beb Vuyk, the poetess Siti Nuriani, 
and the novelists Trino Sumardjo and Baruki Resabowo. See Tori Kiuchi & Yoshinobu Hakutani, Richard 
Wright: A Documented Chronology, 1908-1960 (Jefferson: McFarland, 2013), p. 326. 
 
 
3 Richard Wright, “The Artist and His Problems,” in Brian Russell Roberts & Keith Foukcher eds., Indonesian 
Notebook: A Sourcebook on Richard Wright and the Bandung Conference (Durham & London: Duke 
University Press, 2016), p. 129. 
	 2 
concept of humanity and universal culture rooted in Afro-Asian solidarity. This 
philosophical rewiring of human culture, he argued, could potentially overcome the 
centuries-long history of racial and colonial violence that had found its wrongful 
legitimation in Eurocentric conceptions of the universal. If Wright’s universalist argument 
might have been an insurmountable oxymoron in the past, in an increasingly decolonized 
world it had become possible to claim universality from a black, Afro-Asian, and ultimately 
postcolonial perspective.4  
Richard Wright was attending the Bandung Conference in his capacity as a 
journalist. A year after the Conference, he would publish a book-length account of his 
personal experiences at Bandung, which reiterated his plea for Afro-Asian political and 
cultural solidarity. “Only brown, black, and yellow men, who had long been made 
agonizingly self-conscious, under the rigors of colonial rule, of their race and their 
religion,” Wright wrote at the outset of this account, “could have felt the need for such a 
meeting.”5 Wright titled his text The Color Curtain in a play on W.E.B. Du Bois’s phrase 
the “color-line” from The Souls of Black Folk. The word “curtain” was of course a reference 
to the Iron Curtain, and hinted at the geopolitical underpinnings of the Bandung 
Conference. The newly or soon to be independent nations that participated in the 
                                                
4 Wright’s plea for a racialized and postcolonial notion of the human returned in other lectures and speeches 
he gave across Europe and the US at the time. In a talk he gave in the mid-1950s, for instance, Wright would 
state: “It has been almost only among Asians and Africans of an artistic stamp and whose background has 
consisted of wars, revolutions, and harsh colonial experience that I’ve found a sense of the earth belonging 
to, and being the natural home of, all the men inhabiting it, an attitude that went well beyond skin color, 
races, parties, classes, and nations,” in Richard Wright, “The Psychological Reactions of Oppressed People,” 
in White Man, Listen! (New York: Anchor Books, 1964), p. 25. 
 
 
5  Richard Wright, The Color Curtain: A Report on the Bandung Conference (Jackson: Banner Books, 
University of Mississippi, 1956), p. 14. 
	 3 
Conference, Wright was suggesting with his title, were attempting to imagine alternative 
ways of working together in the bipolar world of the Cold War. Effectively, their ambition 
was to circumvent the dividing line of the Iron Curtain by promoting a Non-Aligned 
solidarity rooted in a shared history of racial and colonial exploitation. Or in the words of 
Dipesh Chakrabarty in an article on the historical significance of the Bandung Conference, 
“Wright’s was a vision of anticolonial cosmopolitanism.”6 
The Bandung Conference can be read as a symbolic marker and milestone of the 
broader history of decolonization. The conference was what Christopher Lee has called a 
“pivotal moment” midway the decline of European imperialism and the Cold War. 7 
Bandung had brought together widely disparaging political factions from both recently 
independent, formerly colonial nations like India, and mostly African countries that were 
solidly on their way to independence. As a singular moment in a decades-long history, 
Bandung did not have the ambition to fully encompass the myriad histories that together 
tell the story of decolonization. Rather, Bandung, and the spirit of humanism and Afro-
Asian solidarity it embodied, was signaling the advent of a new era, the dawn of a 
                                                
6 Dipesh Chakrabarty, “The Legacies of Bandung: Decolonization and the Politics of Culture,” in Christopher 
J. Lee ed., Making a World After Empire: The Bandung Moment and its Political Afterlives (Athens: Ohio 
University Press, 2010), p. 59. Anselm Franke has read Wright’s notion of the “color curtain” along the same 
lines: “The Color Curtain and the Iron Curtain: these divisions invoke different versions of modernity, 
different lineages and continuities, which have to be brought into a relation with each other if we are to wrestle 
from them the horizons of universality. The Soviet bloc adhered to the narrative of class struggle as universal 
history. (...) The West, on the other side, championed its universalism of capitalist liberties,” in Anselm 
Franke, “The Universal Project,” in Annett Busch & Anselm Franke eds., After Year Zero: Geographies of 




7 “(…) it can be seen as a pivotal moment placed in mid-century between colonial and postcolonial periods, 
between the era of modern European imperialism and the era of the cold war,” in Christopher J. Lee, 
“Between a Moment and an Era: The Origins and Afterlives of Bandung,” in Making a World After Empire, 
p. 9. 
	 4 
postcolonial reality. In the wake of centuries of colonial exploitation, Bandung was a 
powerful symbol announcing to the world that the old colonial empires were beginning to 
crumble.  
 The non-Eurocentric conception of universality that Bandung offered, can in my 
view be read as an attempt to claim an alternative notion of universality in the face of the 
antithetic claims to universality of the Cold War. Bandung symbolized a third way between 
the democratic universalism promoted in the capitalist West and the Soviet-style 
communist claim to universality that was positioning itself across the Iron Curtain. As 
such, Bandung, and the Afro-Asian Solidarity and Non-Alignment Movements it 
announced, defused the tense bipolarity of Cold War geopolitics. What brought the 
participating nations at Bandung together was not their allegiance to either side of the Iron 
Curtain. What brought them together was a shared history of colonial exploitation, and a 
commitment to collectively curb the neo-colonial expansionism that was being propagated 
on both sides of the bipolar divide. 
It makes sense to read the competing political philosophies that took shape during 
the Cold War as what Judith Butler has called “competing universalities.” In her text of the 
same title, Judith Butler builds on Hegel, Gramsci, and others as she sets out to think the 
conditions of possibility for political hegemony. She arrives at an open-ended conclusion. 
Since all political constructs claim universality from within their located particularity, 
Butler argues that the intellectual’s task is to “adjudicate among competing notions of 
universality,” or in other words to “find out how to navigate, with a critical notion of 
	 5 
translation at hand, among these competing claims on universalization.”8 As such, the 
alternative claim to universality that was uttered at Bandung can be read as an attempt to 
navigate between the different competing universals at stake during and after the Cold War. 
In more ways than one, claims of postcolonial universality, just like capitalist democratic 
universalism and its Soviet counterpart, were in and of themselves competing 
universalities. 
In another essay included in the same collection, Judith Butler makes another 
crucial point about the philosophical questions underlying universality. “Who may speak 
it?,” she asks provocatively.9 Who is in a position to claim universality when historically, as 
a philosophical concept, universality was used to legitimize patriarchal, white, and colonial 
domination? Butler then puts forward that the feminist, postcolonial and queer critique of 
universality is entirely legitimate and necessary. Universality has a millennial history of 
excluding those voices from its discursive acreage. Yet, at the same time, Butler insists that 
this history of exclusion does not automatically mean that the historical margins are 
precluded from uttering universality. Rather, she claims, if formerly colonized people, 
women, gays and lesbians, people of color, and other groups that were kept outside 
universalist discourse, boldly claim universality themselves, this constitutes a powerful 
performative symbol that can in turn inspire real progress: 
When one has no right to speak under the auspices of the universal, and speaks none the 
less, (…), one speaks in a way that may be readily dismissed as nonsensical or impossible. 
When we hear about “lesbian and gay human rights,” or even “women’s human rights,” we 
                                                
8 Judith Butler, “Competing Universalities,” in Judith Butler, Ernesto Laclau & Slavoj Žižek, Contingency, 
Hegemony, Universality: Contemporary Dialogues on the Left (London & New York: Verso, 2000), p. 163. 
 
 
9  Judith Butler, “Restaging the Universal: Hegemony and the Limits of Formalism,” in Contingency, 
Hegemony, Universality, p. 38. 
	 6 
are confronted with a strange neighboring of the universal and the particular which neither 
synthesizes the two, nor keeps them apart. (…) But the exclusionary character of those 
conventional norms of universality does not preclude further recourse to the term (…) 
Conventional and exclusionary norms of universality can, through perverse reiterations, 
produce unconventional formulations of universality that expose the limited and 
exclusionary features of the former one at the same time that they mobilize a new set of 
demands.10  
 
In my view, the project of Afro-Asian solidarity that was imagined at Bandung was such a 
performative claim to universality. Bandung, I put forward in this dissertation, was an 
example of what I tentatively call postcolonial universality. At Bandung, and over the 
decades-long history of decolonization, people and countries who had historically been 
kept outside universalist discursivity were boldly and defiantly performing universality 
themselves. Claiming an Afro-Asian, racialized conception of universality was effectively 
laying bare the limits of imperialist, Eurocentric, and racist universality-building. The mere 
fact that such claims could be made was a powerful symbol that could mobilize the 
countless real-world anti-colonial and anti-racist struggles and discourses that were taking 
shape across the decolonizing world at the time. If at one point in history the juxtaposition 
of “postcolonial” and “universality” would have been a contradictio in terminis, in the wake 
of Bandung and nascent decolonization, claims to postcolonial universality announced the 
possibility of a different future. 
 Before the history of decolonization, Bandung, and the Cold War unfolded, the 
Italian thinker Antonio Gramsci had already shown in his Prison Notebooks that 
philosophical understandings of universality or what he called “conceptions of the world    
[concezioni del mondo]” never exclude the emergence of alternative claims to—or 
                                                
10 “Restaging the Universal,” p. 39-40. 
	 7 
understandings of—universality. Gramsci argued in his Quaderni that philosophical claims 
to worldliness, which grow out of particular socio-historical positions, necessarily exclude 
other claims to universal validity that can emerge from within different situations of 
particularity. “Philosophy in general does not in fact exist,” Gramsci wrote in an early echo 
of Judith Butler, “Various philosophies or conceptions of the world [concezioni del mondo] 
exist, and one always makes a choice between them.”11 
 Gramsci held that “everyone is a philosopher [tutti sono filosofi],”12 and that as a 
consequence, everyone should “work out consciously and critically one’s own conception 
of the world.”13 Through this work of critical self-awareness, a new, organically grown 
philosophical claim to universality can eventually lift itself into a position of ideological 
hegemony in defiance of more established philosophies or discourses. A conception of the 
world, when it undergoes a process of critical reworking and testing, is in other words 
enabled to compete with other conceptions and force itself into a position of discursive 
dominance. “To criticize one’s own conception of the world, Gramsci argued, “means (…) 
to make it a coherent unity and to raise it to the level reached by the most advanced thought 
in the world [il pensiero mondiale più progredito].”14 
                                                
11 Antonio Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks, tr. Quentin Hoare & Geoffrey Nowell-Smith 
(New York: International Publishers, 1972), p. 327; “Non esiste infatti la filosofia in generale: esistono diverse 
filosofie o concezioni del mondo e si fa sempre una scelta tra di esse,” in Antonio Gramsci, Antonio Gramsci, 
Quaderno 11§12, in Quaderni del carcere (Torino: Einaudi, 1977), vol. 2, p. 1379.  
 
 
12 Selections from the Prison Notebooks, p. 323; Quaderno 11§12, in Quaderni del carcere, vol. 2, p. 1376.  
 
 
13 Selections from the Prison Notebooks, p. 324; “elaborare la propria concezione del mondo con tale lavorio 
del proprio cervello,” in Quaderno 11§12, in Quaderni del carcere, vol. 2, p. 1376. 
14 Selections from the Prison Notebooks, p. 324; “Criticare la propria concezione del mondo significa dunque 
renderla unitaria e coerente e innalzarla fino al punto cui è giunto il pensiero mondiale più progredito,” in 
Quaderno 11§12, in Quaderni del carcere, vol. 2, p. 1376. 
	 8 
 The conception of the world Gramsci favored was of course inspired by the Marxist 
tradition. Gramsci, as an Italian socialist leader, advocated for what he called, in veiled 
terms to elude censorship, an organically grown “philosophy of praxis” that could reshape 
the class consciousness of the subaltern classes of Italian society. What made him such an 
original Marxist thinker, was precisely his emphasis on the fact that universal claims or 
conceptions of the world, be they of a philosophical or a political nature, always find their 
roots in particular, historically grown situations. As such, a Marxian class consciousness 
can never be imposed from above or institutionalized by a small group of technically 
trained intellectuals or political leaders. Rather, it was a conception of the world that 
needed to be kindled from the ground up. “Studying the history and the logic of the various 
philosophers’ philosophies is not enough,” Gramsci admonished, “attention should be 
drawn to the other parts of the history of philosophy; to the conceptions of the world held 
by the great masses.”15 
 For the trained linguist Gramsci, ideological or philosophical constructs that claim 
universal validity, i.e. “conceptions of the world,” were essentially on par with the structural 
functioning of what he called linguaggio. “Every language [ogni linguaggio],” Gramsci 
argued, “contains the elements of a conception of the world and of a culture.”16 Gramsci’s 
original Italian poses a problem of translation here. The Italian “linguaggio,” perhaps best 
translated as “jargon,” or “lingo,” does not denote the Saussurian notion of natural 
                                                
15 Selections from the Prison Notebooks, p. 344-345; “lo studio della storia e della logica delle diverse filosofie 
dei filosofi non è sufficiente. (…) occorre attirare l’attenzione sulle altre parti della storia della  filosofia: cioè 
sulle concezioni del mondo delle grandi masse,” in Quaderno 10§17, in Quaderni del carcere, vol. 2, p. 1255. 
 
 
16 Selections from the Prison Notebooks, p. 325; “ogni linguaggio contiene gli elementi di una concezione del 
mondo e di una cultura,” in Quaderno 11§12, in Quaderni del carcere, vol. 2, p. 1377. 
	 9 
language or langue as the abstract system that preexists individual speakers. It is closer to 
Saussure’s concept of parole in the sense that it refers to the actual uttered speech by a 
specific social group. Linguaggio, then, was a term that connoted a form of speech or mode 
of thought shared by a given collectivity. Gramsci insisted that collective political action 
presupposes a shared culture, an overarching linguaggio that could act as the binding agent 
“through which a multiplicity of dispersed wills, with heterogeneous aims, are welded 
together with a single aim, on the basis of an equal and common conception of the world.” 
It was for this reason, Gramsci concluded, that “great importance is assumed by the general 
question of language [quistione linguistica generale], that is, the question of collectively 
attaining a single cultural ‘climate’.”17  
 Gramsci’s use of the term “quistione linguistica” or “linguistic question” was loaded 
with the long history of the standardization of the Italian language known as the Questione 
della lingua. Gramsci clearly had this debate, which concerned the status of Italian dialects 
versus the national language of the still relatively young nation state, in mind when he 
aligned his notion of “conception of the world” with that of “linguaggio.” For Gramsci, 
there were differences in gradation or register in the linguaggi of different social groups. 
Speakers of dialect, he put forward by way of an example, necessarily embodied a less 
complex conception of the world, one that was “fossilized and anachronistic in relation the 
                                                
17 Selections from the Prison Notebooks, p. 349; “una molteplicità di voleri disgregati, con eterogeneità di 
fini, si saldano insieme per uno stesso fine, sulla base di una (uguale) e comune concezione del mondo (…). 
Poiché così avviene, appare l’importanza della quistione linguistica generale, cioè del raggiungimento 




major currents of thought which dominate world history.”18 These subaltern philosophers, 
Gramsci argued, harbored world views that were “more or less corporate or economistic, 
not universal.” 19  What was needed to critically lift the conception of the world that 
undergirded the dialectical linguaggio of the subaltern into universality, Gramsci 
concluded, was a relentless commitment to language learning and an education in the 
humanities. “While it is not always possible,” he wrote, “to learn a number of foreign 
languages in order to put oneself into contact with other cultural lives, it is at the least 
necessary to learn the national language properly.”20 
 Foreign languages and standard Italian were not the only linguaggi Gramsci 
believed should be fostered through education. Crucially, the subaltern classes of Italian 
society also had to commit themselves to learning the linguaggio of the Marxist philosophy 
of praxis in order to gain class consciousness, and enable their conception of the world to 
compete with the more established conceptions of the ruling classes. When these new 
conceptions of the world rooted in the popular imagination develop and flourish, Gramsci 
argued, they would eventually achieve a hegemonic position and become discursively 
dominant. These alternative, competing world views could then potentially overtake the 
                                                
18 Selections from the Prison Notebooks, p. 325; “fossilizzata, anacronistica in confronto delle grandi correnti 
di pensiero che dominano la storia mondiale,” in Quaderno 11§12, in Quaderni del carcere, vol. 2, p. 1377. 
 
 
19 Selections from the Prison Notebooks, p. 325; “più o meno corporativi o economistici, non universali,” in 
Quaderno 11§12, in Quaderni del carcere, vol. 2, p. 1377. 
 
 
20 Selections from the Prison Notebooks, p. 325; “Se non sempre è possibile imparare più lingue straniere per 
mettersi a contatto con vite culturali diverse, occorre almeno imparare bene la lingua nazionale,” in Quaderno 
11§12, in Quaderni del carcere, vol. 2, p. 1377. 
	 11 
established worldview, Gramsci concluded, “to the extent that they become concretely—
i.e. historically and socially—universal.”21 
 With Gramsci, it becomes possible to argue that the postcolonial universality 
imagined at Bandung was such an emergent “conception of the world.” At Bandung, 
formerly colonized and soon to be independent nations were performatively laying claim 
to postcolonial universality after centuries of being deliberately excluded from universal 
discursivity. They were collectively learning to speak a new linguaggio of Afro-Asian 
solidarity that could eventually compete with the established universals or linguaggi of the 
Cold War. It was a conception of worldliness that had organically grown from the bottom 
up, and that could eventually achieve a hegemonic discursive position.  
Crucially, reading Bandung—and the postcolonial claim to universality it 
symbolized—as a Gramscian conception of the world makes it possible to read its 
underlying message as one that took shape in competition with other claims to universality, 
other conceptions of the world. Bandung was not only positioning itself as the middle 
ground between American-style democratic universalism on the one hand, and the Soviet 
ambition to inaugurate world communism on the other. Bandung was itself a site of 
contestation, with various political factions seeking to attain a position of leadership or 
hegemony in the nascent Afro-Asian Movement. Perhaps the most powerful faction in the 
Afro-Asian Movement was the still relatively young People’s Republic of China. “We Asian 
and African countries,” Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai had declared at Bandung, “need to 
cooperate in the economic and cultural fields in order to facilitate the elimination of the 
                                                
21  Selections from the Prison Notebooks, p. 348; “nella misura in cui diventeranno concretamente cioè 
storicamente e socialmente universali,” in Quaderno 10§44, in Quaderni del carcere, vol. 2, p. 1330. 
	 12 
economic and cultural backwardness caused by the long period of colonial exploitation and 
oppression.”22 That Zhou Enlai decided to address the conference participants as “we Asian 
and African countries,” was highly significant. China, a country that had endured 
imperialist and colonialist oppression, saw itself as an integral part of the decolonized 
“Third World.” China, Zhou Enlai was implying, was the natural leader of the Afro-Asian 
Movement and could offer the participating nations a Non-Aligned alternative as they were 
trying to navigate the geopolitics of the Cold War after independence. If in the immediate 
postwar China had been a faithful ally of the Soviet Union, in the build-up to Bandung and 
the Sino-Soviet Split that would follow, it was increasingly faring its own course in terms 
of international policy.23 
The alternative, postcolonial claim to universality that Bandung symbolized, as well 
as China’s role as the movement’s de facto leader, would capture the imagination of writers, 
artists, and intellectuals around the world. Many of these artists and writers were people of 
color from formerly colonized nations, who often collaborated through journals, 
anthologies, and seminars. Their work was rooted in the urgent task to invent a new 
national and international culture that could undo a long legacy of cultural imperialism 
and deep-rooted racism. At the same time, the work of these artists, thinkers, and writers 
from the former colonies did not fail to attract the attention of their European, 
                                                
22 Zhou Enlai, Main Speech at the Plenary Session of the Asian-African Conference, April 19, 1955, in China 
and the Asian-African Conference (Documents) (Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 1955), p. 16-17. 
 
 
23 For more background on the shift in Chinese foreign policy in the context of Bandung, see Chen Jian, 
“China and the Bandung Conference: Changing Perceptions and Representations,” in Seng Tan & Amitave 
Acharya eds., Bandung Revisited: The Legacy of the 1955 Asian-African Conference for International Order 
(Singapore: NUS Press, 2008), p. 132-159. 
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metropolitan counterparts. If up until the mid 1950s the Soviet Union had been the guiding 
country for intellectuals on the Left, in the 1960s and 1970s the Third-Worldist alternative 
that Bandung symbolized had become politically and philosophically attractive. Many 
engaged European writers, who were disillusioned with Soviet-style communism, were 
fascinated by what was going on in the decolonizing world, and were keen to engage in 
these debates. 
One of the legacies of colonialism these writers and artists were trying to undo, I 
show throughout this dissertation, were the Eurocentric underpinnings of disciplinary 
World Literature. While as a discipline World Literature was firmly rooted in a humanist 
European tradition and still today claims Goethe’s early plea for a Weltliteratur as its 
foundational text, during the Cold War it evolved as a distinctively American phenomenon 
that was directly aligned with the democratic universalism of the pax Americana. World 
Literature courses in postwar America offered undergraduates easy, democratized access 
to the great treasures of literary endeavor through translations and anthologies.24  
Over against this World Literature—one that was rooted at once in Eurocentric 
humanist ideals, the American democratic universalism of the Cold War, and an uncritical 
faith in universal translatability—critical writers and intellectuals that were seeking to 
rewire universality after decolonization were simultaneously imagining an alternative 
notion of literary worldliness. World Literature, these writers and thinkers from across the 
geopolitical spectrum were claiming, needed to be reinvented from scratch in order to 
                                                
24 For more background on the history of World Literature as a discipline, see Theo d’Haen, The Routledge 
Concise History of World Literature (London: Routledge, 2012). 
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overcome centuries of cultural imperialism. World Literature, their message implied, was 
another “conception of the world” that was in dire need of a postcolonial competitor. 
In this dissertation, I examine writings and artworks from Italy, the Francophone 
world, and China that engage with what I call “postcolonial” or “Third-Worldist” 
universality. These authors and artists, I put forward, concomitantly inaugurated an 
alternative conception of World Literature. I show how the Italian writers I study, from 
Pier Paolo Pasolini to Maria Antonietta Macciocchi and others, reimagined postcolonial 
universality from a distinctly Gramscian perspective. Conversely, the French and 
Francophone writers that I discuss, including Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir, and 
Frantz Fanon, were rewiring universality chiefly from a Hegelian point of view. In the final 
section of this dissertation, I show how the Chinese conception of universality and World 
Literature evolved from an enthusiastic endorsement of Afro-Asian solidarity in the 
Bandung-era, to a distinctly Marxist humanist vein in Chinese philosophy and artistic 
practice of the post-Mao 1980s. 
I argue, in other words, that the reconfigured conceptions of universality which 
took shape in the three linguistic contexts studied in this dissertation, were rooted in central 
moments in the writings of three essentially European philosophical masters: Gramsci in 
Italy, Hegel in the Francophone world, and Marx—as well as later Marxist and Maoist 
thought—in the Chinese context. While this is of course an oversimplification—for one, 
Marx, Gramsci and Hegel were massively important thinkers in each of these three 
linguistic traditions—these lineages undeniably exist and can help make sense of the 
complex philosophical discussions that contributed to the development of a postcolonial 
understanding of universality. By way of a number of red threads that run through this 
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dissertation, I briefly discuss below to what extent the much earlier writings of Gramsci, 
Hegel, and Marx were instrumental in the construction of these alternative, postcolonial 
conceptions of the world during the Cold War. 
 
 
A. Gramscian Conceptions of the World 
 
Gramsci’s critique of colonialism in the Quaderni and some of his early essays was of a 
sporadic and fragmentary nature. Nevertheless, his profound reflections on the inequalities 
that divided his own Italy would eventually inspire postcolonial thinkers well beyond his 
own time and geographical location, from Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak to Edward Said. As 
Neelam Srivastava and Baiduk Bhattacharya have recently shown in their collection of 
essays, there is such a Gramsci as a “Postcolonial Gramsci.”25 Both in historical Italian 
Third-Worldism during the Cold War and in these more recent readings, Gramsci’s 
reflections on the so-called Southern Question—i.e. the profound inequalities between the 
industrialized North and the rural South of Italy—have proven instrumental for the 
postcolonial rewiring of universality. 
As Robert Young has noted in his essay for the Postcolonial Gramsci collection, 
Gramsci hailed “from a Third World country.”26 As an immigrant from the poor, rural 
island of Sardinia who familiarized himself with the question of colonialism during his time 
                                                
25  For the editors of Postcolonial Gramsci, Neelam Srivastava and Baiduk Bhattacharya, it is Gramsci’s 
reflections on the Southern Question in Italy that explain his appeal for contemporary postcolonial studies: 
“Italy presents itself as a case study for understanding the colonial relationship, both in international terms—
as having been both subject to external powers and a colonizing power itself—and in domestic terms—as the 
dominance of the North over the South,” in  Neelam Srivastava & Baiduk Bhattacharya eds., The Postcolonial 
Gramsci (New York & London: Routledge, 2012), p. 4-5. 
 
 
26 Robert Young, “Il Gramsci meridionale,” in The Postcolonial Gramsci, p. 17. 
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at the Latin-American secretariat of Trotsky’s Comintern, Gramsci’s analysis of the deep 
economic divides between Italy’s industrial heartland and his native South are drenched in 
a deeper understanding of the divides that characterized the colonial world. Many of 
Gramsci’s most well-known concepts, from the notion of cultural hegemony and his idea 
of intellectuals as organic with capital, to ultimately his vision of education, can be traced 
back to his analysis of the Italian situation. Gramsci’s relevance for Italian Third-Worldism 
and postcolonialism, then, is rooted in his unique approach to his own historical context.  
Perhaps the most central locus of Gramsci’s engagement with the Southern 
Question in the Prison Notebooks were his so-called reflections on “Italian History.” In the 
eyes of Northern industry, Gramsci wrote here during his first days in prison, “the South 
is a semi-colonial market,” “un mercato di vendita semi-coloniale.”27 For Gramsci, the 
Mezzogiorno operated as Italy’s de facto only colony prior to the fascist, expansionist 
exploits into Northern Africa under Mussolini. Instead of developing this notion of 
colonialism further, Gramsci focuses his discussion of the Southern Question around the 
central theme of nascent urbanization in the South. For Gramsci, urbanization in Italy was 
not constrained to the industrialized North. Southern cities like Naples, Gramsci contends 
in an explicit gloss on Italy’s “poeta vates” Gabriele d’Annunzio, were to be situated along 
the same wavelength of d’Annunzio’s literary “cities of silence,” or “città del silenzio.” They 
were pockets of nascent urbanity that were “submerged, pressured, crushed” 28  by a 
                                                
27 Antonio Gramsci, Prison Notebooks, vol. 1, Notebook 1§43, tr. Joseph A. Buttigieg and Antonio Callari 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1992), p. 131; Selections from the Prison Notebooks, p. 94; Quaderni 
del carcere, vol. 1, Quaderno 1§43,  p. 36. 
 
 
28 Prison Notebooks, tr. Buttigieg, p. 130; “sommersi, premuti, schiacciati,” Quaderni del carcere, vol. 1 
Quaderno 1§43, p. 35. 
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surrounding rural majority, satellites of the industrialized North contained by the rural 
South, nothing “other than a ‘function’ of the larger leadership function [funzione 
direttiva] of the North.”29 
Gramsci’s notebooks tell the story of North and South as one of “industrial 
development [incremento industriale, literally ‘industrial augmentation’] (…) dependent 
on the impoverishment of Southern agriculture,” of a Northern “parasite” [piovra] that was 
slowly devouring the Southern granary that fed its factory workers.30 Effectively acting as 
the North’s colony in political and economic terms, Gramsci discusses how Italy’s South 
was simultaneously orientalized in the discursive, Saidian31 sense. He repeatedly shows how 
Northern discursivity constructed an imaginary South unable to overcome its situation of 
poverty because of the “organic incapacity of the people, their barbarity, their biological 
inferiority.” 32  This discursivity, this “ideology” as Gramsci has it, was in other words 
constitutive of the North’s cultural hegemony. It could only be turned upside down 
                                                
29 Prison Notebooks, tr. Buttigieg, p. 134; “non poteva esser altro che una “funzione” della più vasta funzione 
direttiva del Nord,” Quaderni del carcere, vol. 1, Quaderno 1§43, p. 38. 
 
 
30  Prison Notebooks, tr. Buttigieg, p. 165; “l’incremento industriale era dipendente dall’impoverimento 
dell’agricoltura meriodionale,” Quaderni del carcere, vol. 1, Quaderno 1§44, p. 47. 
 
 
31 Gramsci’s reflections on the importance of Northern “ideology” in the creation of a colonial discursivity 
underpinning its exploitation of the South has been particularly relevant to Edward Said’s Orientalism. “In 
any society not totalitarian,” he writes on the first pages of Orientalism, “certain cultural forms predominate 
over others; the form of this cultural leadership is what Gramsci has identified as hegemony, an indispensable 
concept for any understanding of cultural life in the industrial West. It is hegemony, or rather the result of 
cultural hegemony at work, that gives Orientalism the durability and the strength I have been speaking about 
so far,” in Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage Books, 1979), p. 7. 
 
32  Prison Notebooks, tr. Buttigieg p. 165; “l’incapicità organica degli uomini, la loro barbaria, la loro 
inferiorità biologica,” in  Quaderni del carcere, §44, vol. I, p. 47. 
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through a persistent commitment to education, by facilitating access to state infrastructure, 
and fostering cultural agency.  
In Gramsci’s well-known, unfinished essay “Some Aspects of the Southern 
Question,” which was written shortly before his imprisonment in 192933, Gramsci describes 
the South as subjugated by the Northern bourgeoisie, reduced to “the status of colonies to 
be exploited,” and “enslaved to the banks and the parasitic industrialism [industrialismo 
parassitario] of the North.” 34  The question of discursive or cultural hegemony which 
Gramsci discussed in the Quaderni finds its genetic ancestor here. The North strengthened 
its political and economic hold on the South by creating the false myth of Southerners as 
“biologically inferior beings,” as barbarians by fault of nature, the myth of the South as a 
desolate landscape only sparsely interspersed by “a few great geniuses, who stand like 
solitary palm-trees in an arid, barren desert.”35  
During the Cold War, Italian writers, intellectuals, and politicians, from Pier Paolo 
Pasolini and Maria Antonietta Macciocchi to Palmiro Togliatti, would return to this 
Gramsci of the Southern Question in their Third-Worldist writings and endeavors. If these 
                                                
33 See Editor’s Note, in Antonio Gramsci, “Some Aspects of the Southern Question,” in Richard Bellamy ed., 
Pre-Prison Writings, tr. Virginia Cox (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), p. 313. Alongside a 
few scattered notes in the Quaderni, Gramsci’s most comprehensive discussion of the inequalities between 
North and South is in other words located in an unfinished essay that was broken off by his arrest. When 
reconstructing Gramsci’s reception in postwar Italy and beyond, then, it is crucial to remember both the dire 
circumstances under which he penned some of his most important concepts, as well as the unstable editorial 
and translational status of his writings. 
 
 
34 Gramsci, “Some Aspects of the Southern Question,” p. 314; “ridotte a colonie di sfruttamento,” “asservite 
all’industrialismo parassitario del Settentrione,” in “Alcuni temi della quistione meridionale,” in Franco De 
Felice & Valentino Parlato eds., La questione meriodionale (Roma: Editori Riuniti, 1969), p. 132. 
35 Gramsci, “Some Aspects of the Southern Question,” p. 316-37; “biologicamente degli esseri inferiori,” 
“esplosione puramente individuale di grandi geni, che sono come le solitarie palme in un arido e sterile 
deserto,” in “Alcuni temi della quistione meridionale,” p. 135-136. 
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authors did not always read the same Gramsci, and were often located on different sides of 
the political spectrum of the Italian Left, what they had intuited was that Gramsci’s 
understanding of the North-South relation in Italian history could be put to work in the 
new historical context of decolonization and global migration. An author and 
cinematographer like Pier Paolo Pasolini, for instance, shared with Gramsci a deep belief 
in the power of education and language learning as a means to foster upward class mobility. 
Like Gramsci, Pasolini felt a deep affinity with the Italian South as well as the language, 
corporality, and political fate of the Italian subproletariat. Strikingly, in the 1960s, this same 
Pasolini would continue to cherish a Gramscian sensibility as he extrapolated his 
conception of the Italian subaltern classes to what he referred to as the “Third World.” At 
the same time, Gramsci’s Prison Notebooks would become a central text in more formal 
manifestations of Italian Third-Worldism, specifically in the Italian Communist Party and 
on its extraparliamentary fringes. If Palmiro Togliatti used the publication of Gramsci’s 
Prison Notebooks to his benefit to further his Stalinist agenda, an author like Maria-
Antonietta Macciocchi would counter this institutionalized reading of Gramsci by 
proposing a Maoist analysis of his work.  
Ultimately, what these re-readings of Gramsci in the decolonizing Cold War 
demonstrated, was that the Italian contribution to the reinvention of universality from a 
postcolonial perspective could not but return to Gramsci’s critique of the Italian North-
South relation. Gramsci’s understanding of Italy’s South as the North’s “mercato di vendita 
coloniale” was instrumental for the development of Third-Worldist and anticolonial 
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thought in Italy’s Cold War. “Bandung is the capital of three quarters of the world,” Pasolini 
would write in Vie Nuove in 1961, “it is also the capital of half of Italy.”36  
 
 
B. Hegelian Conceptions of the World 
 
Perhaps the most canonical figure in the metropolitan French recasting of 
universality after decolonization, was Jean-Paul Sartre. In his writings on colonialism, 
which immediately attracted criticism by Francophone anticolonial voices outside of 
metropolitan France, Jean-Paul Sartre would use an idiosyncratic method of critical 
reading that sought to frame his anticolonial thought in a larger philosophical enterprise 
of a universalist, Hegelian lineage. Throughout his career, Sartre propelled certain writers 
and intellectuals he sympathized with to international prominence by applying this method 
to their work, often in introductory prefaces to first publications, anthologies, and collected 
works. Rightly or wrongly, Sartre wanted to buttress these anticolonial thinkers’ 
idiosyncratic strands of universalism by reframing them as part of his own, Hegelian 
philosophical project, perhaps in an attempt to help them stand their ground among the 
other “competing universalities” that were taking the world stage by storm.  
In 1952, Jean-Paul Sartre set an uncanny precedent for his later Hegelian prefaces 
to Frantz Fanon’s Les damnés de la terre and Patrice Lumumba’s political speeches. He 
compiled an over 600-page introduction to the Gallimard edition of the queer French 
writer Jean Genet’s complete works, titled Saint Genet: Actor and Martyr. Effectively, he 
had written a prescriptive user’s manual that took up an entire volume of the then just 
                                                
36 Own translation. “Bandung è la capitale di tre quarti del mondo, è la capitale anche di metà Italia,” in Pier 
Paolo Pasolini, “Bandung capitale di mezza Italia,” in Le belle bandiere (Trento: l’Unità, 1991), p. 119. 
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three-volume collection. “Let us point out,” Sartre wrote in his conclusion, “how Genet can 
be “used properly,” or in the French original reminiscent of style manuals and dictionaries 
the likes of Petit Robert or Larousse, “essayons de dire quel est le ‘bon usage’ de Genet.”37 
As would be the case in Sartre’s ulterior, anticolonial prefatory practice, Sartre had laid out 
the correct “usage” of Genet—he had produced a seemingly definitive, prescriptive reading 
of the text he had before his eyes.  
Genet’s existential situation as a gay petty thief who spends his youth in penal 
colonies is described in distinctly Hegelian terms. For Sartre, Genet was a product of 
Hegelian negativity embodied by another desiring subject, a destructive construction by 
the alterity of society. “Spirit, as Hegel says,” Sartre writes in Saint Genet, “is anxiety.” It is 
an anxiety for truth or “Furcht der Wahrheit”38 to which consciousness is condemned. It is 
a desire that we continuously and in vain try to satisfy in an attempt to “arrest spirit by 
ejecting its springwork of negativity [ressort de négativité],”39 not realizing we are forever 
stuck with this anxiety from within our situation of human freedom. Genet, Sartre tells his 
reader, fulfills all the required conditions implicated by such a construction/destruction 
through another, socio-politically situated subject’s negativity.  
                                                
37 Jean-Paul Sartre, Saint Genet: Actor and Martyr, tr. Bernard Frechtman (New York: Braziller, 1963), p. 585; 
Jean-Paul Sartre, Saint Genet: comédien et martyr, in Œuvres complètes de Jean Genet, vol. 1 (Paris: 
Gallimard, 1952), p. 646. 
 
 
38 G.W.F. Hegel, Phänomenologie des Geistes (Hamburg: Meiner Verlag, 1988), p. 63. 
 
 
39 Saint Genet: Actor and Martyr, p. 24; “l’esprit, comme l’a dit Hegel, est inquietude (…) arrêter l’esprit en 
expulsant son ressort de négativité,” in Saint Genet: comédien et martyr, p. 34. 
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 Sartre’s Hegel in Saint Genet is the Hegel of the Phenomenology of Spirit. It is in 
other words the Hegel who describes subjective desire as one that consumes otherness in a 
state of absolute negativity. It is the Hegel for whom consciousness progresses as a “self-
moving sameness” [sich bewegende Selbstgleichheit]40 and as such is nothing but “simple 
becoming” [einfache Werden].41 Yet at the same time, Sartre’s is a differently colored Hegel. 
Sartre’s Hegelian reading of Genet is one that excludes the reciprocity at the basis of Hegel’s 
famous Lordship and Bondage relationship between reflecting instances of consciousness. 
“Genet is first an object,” he writes, “and an object to others.”42 Genet, by his being called a 
thief, was condemned to the destiny of theft. The accusation of theft, Sartre writes, 
manifests the “same absence of reciprocity that can be observed among homosexuals 
[pédérastes].” Gay people, like thieves, are only named, “but they do not allow reciprocity 
of naming.”43 Gay people, like thieves, Sartre concludes, are a product of the gaze of the 
others, nothing but situated instantiations of universals. It would not be until Genet was 
able to realize his situated difference in his literary writing, Sartre concluded, that he finally 
would achieve universality. 
                                                
40 G.W.F. Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, tr. A.V. Miller (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977), p. 11; 
Phänomenologie des Geistes, p. 16. 
 
 
41 Phenomenology of Spirit, p. 11; Phänomenologie des Geistes, p. 16. 
 
 
42 Saint Genet: Actor and Martyr, p. 37; “objet d’abord—et objet pour les autres,” in Saint Genet: Comédien 
et martyr, p. 48. 
 
 
43  Saint Genet: Actor and Martyr, p. 41n; “la même absence de réciprocité chez les pédérastes (…) ils 
n’admettent pas la réciprocité de la nomination,” in Saint Genet: Comédien et martyr, p. 53n. 
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Sartre’s reading of homosexuality as a situated, or what he would later call 
“singular,” universality was part of a broader critique of societal forms of exclusion and 
marginalization that spanned his entire career. Sartre’s engagement with antiracism and 
anticolonialism had been a constant of his work ever since the immediate postwar. In 
shorter texts like Anti-Semite and Jew as well as his preface to an anthology of black poetry 
edited by Senghor, Black Orpheus, Sartre had applied the same Hegelian method of critical 
reading that we find in book-length form in Saint Genet. Already in these texts, Sartre 
analyzed the question of race from the perspective of the Hegelian dialectic, as a dialectical 
movement of a consciousness that moves from the singular situation of racialized 
difference, through the antithesis of antiracism, only to culminate in the universality of a 
raceless society. 
 It is this Sartrian Hegel of a dialectically self-moving black consciousness that we 
find in the young Fanon. In his Black Skin, White Masks, which was published a few years 
after Sartre’s Black Orpheus preface, Fanon expressed both his admiration and criticism of 
Sartre’s Hegelian understanding of black universality. His section “The Black Man and 
Hegel” is the most explicit in this respect. For Fanon, Sartre’s reading of Hegel had failed 
to grasp that the notions of recognition and reciprocity at the heart of Hegel’s famous 
“Lordship and Bondage” allegory were crucial for an understanding of black consciousness. 
“Man is human,” Fanon writes, “only to the extent to which he tries to impose his existence 
on another man in order to be recognized by him.”44 Fanon did not think, in other words, 
                                                
44 Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, tr. Charles Markmann (London: Pluto, 2008), p. 168; “L’homme 
n’est humain que dans la mesure où il veut s’imposer à un autre homme, afin de se faire reconnaître par lui,” 
in Frantz Fanon, Peau noire, masques blancs (Paris: Seuil, 1952), p. 175-176. 
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that black consciousness could find its universal absolution in Sartre’s ideal, raceless 
society. Fanon knew that reciprocal recognition was what the Hegelian desiring subject 
craved. Both lord and bondsman, master and slave, black and white, were dialectically 
making their way toward each other’s recognition, towards their mutual freedoms. 
 Fanon teaches us, then, that the formerly enslaved black “wants to make himself 
recognized”45 rather than merely recognized. The black man had been recognized by the 
“good white master”46 as slavery was abolished top down, but it was an identity that was 
granted by the white man, obtained without the black man’s struggle, a reflecting negativity 
that failed to acknowledge the “absolute reciprocity”47 at the basis of the Hegelian dialectic. 
“As soon as I desire,” Fanon writes, “I am asking to be considered. I am not only here-and-
now, sealed into thingness [choséité]. (...) I demand that notice be taken of my negating 
activity (...) insofar as I do battle for the creation of a human world—that is, of a world of 
reciprocal recognitions.”48  
 Fanon was not the only early critic of Sartre’s reading of Hegelian universality in an 
anticolonial context. Sartre’s life partner Simone de Beauvoir was among the first to spot 
that the early Sartre had failed to understand how subjectivities in historical situations of 
                                                
45 Black Skin, White Masks, p. 169; “veut se faire reconnaître,” in Peau noire, masques blancs, p. 176. 
 
 
46 Black Skin, White Masks, p. 171; “un bon maître blanc,” in Peau noire, masques blancs, p. 178. 
 
 
47 Black Skin, White Masks, p. 169; “une réciprocité absolue,” in Peau noire, masques blancs, p. 176. 
 
 
48 Black Skin, White Masks, p. 170; “Je demande qu’on me considère à partir de mon Désir. Je ne suis pas 
seulement ici-maintenant, enfermé dans la choséité. (...) Je réclame qu’on tienne compte de mon activité 
négatrice en tant que (...) je lutte pour la naissance d’un monde humain, c’est-à-dire d’un monde de 
réconnaissances réciproques,” in Peau noire, masques blancs, p. 177. 
	 25 
oppression never cease to claim universality from within a particular, and in her reading, 
embodied situation. In her early feminist work and her later anticolonial engagement, 
Beauvoir would return to Hegel in an effort to understand how subjectivities in gendered, 
racialized, and colonial situations of exploitation can achieve existential freedom. Like 
Fanon, she never lost sight of the fact that the history of millenary exclusion from universal 
discourse on the basis of race and gender, called for alternative, competing claims to 
universality that were firmly rooted in particular identities. Yet, ultimately, what Fanon 
and Beauvoir shared with Sartre, was that they were solidly inscribed in the Hegelian 
tradition, from where they staged their diverging claims to postcolonial, racial, and 
gendered universality.  
 
C. Marxian Conceptions of the World 
 
In his canonical essay “On Contradiction,” written in 1937, Mao Zedong set out to 
analyze what he called the “universality of contradiction [864-K(, maodun de 
pubianxing]” versus the “particularity of contradiction [86430( , maodun de 
teshuxing].” For Mao, the theoretical concept of contradiction was at the core of his 
understanding of the materialist, or in other words Hegelian and Marxian, dialectic. 
“Throughout the history of human knowledge,” Mao wrote, “there have been two 
conceptions concerning the law of development of the universe, the metaphysical 
conception and the dialectical conception, which form two opposing world outlooks ["#
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C, yuzhouguan].”49 In Mao’s analysis, then, the bourgeois, metaphysical world view is 
characterized as one that ignores the universal law of the self-moving progression of 
consciousness through negativity, whereas the dialectical conception imagined by Hegel 
and Marx is understood as the world view that had posited contradiction as the motor 
behind historical and discursive progress.  
 Mao then claims, with Hegel and Marx, that contradiction “exists universally and 
in all processes,”50 and can help to explain any given phenomenon, including class relations 
and colonial exploitation. For Mao, social classes—and in the colonial context, the 
colonizers and the colonized—were essentially in a position of a universally reoccurring 
dialectical contradiction that would eventually find its synthesis in the realization of world 
socialism. Mao continued his argument with a striking suggestion. In order to achieve this 
ultimate synthesis, he put forward, it was necessary to grasp the particularities that made 
up both elements of the contradiction. In other words, aside from exposing the universality 
of this contradiction, it was important to fully grasp the two opposing particularities of 
which it is was composed. “If we do not study the particular features of both aspects of the 
contradiction,” Mao wrote, “we shall fail to understand not only the relations of each party 
with the other forces, but also the relations between the two parties.”51  
                                                
49 Mao Zedong, “On Contradiction,” in Selected Works, vol. I, p. 311-312; “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:"#C,” in Mao Zedong, Xuanji, vol. I, p. 197. 
 
 
50 Selected Works, vol. I, p. 317; “86,-K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I;,” in Mao Zedong, Xuanji, 
vol. I, p. 201. 
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Mao’s analysis, as he indicates in his own text, was closely aligned with Marx’s 
Capital. In more ways than one, Marx’s Capital was the one text that had best explained 
one of the two particular elements that together make up the two sides of the contradiction 
between social classes. Effectively, in Capital Marx had exposed the hidden laws at the heart 
of the capitalist labor relation, or what Marx had metaphorically referred to as the 
mysterious “social hieroglyphic [gesellschaftliche Hieroglyphe].”52 The mature Marx had 
rewritten the Hegelian dialectic for sociological analysis in an effort to understand the 
hidden workings of capital from a scientific perspective. Marx accepted the Hegelian 
understanding of human consciousness as a self-moving entity that “consumes” the world 
surrounding us in a process of universally reoccurring dialectical negativity. In this 
dialectical understanding of history, Marx would explain over the course of his text, human 
consciousness had negatively—from thesis over antithesis to synthesis—moved away from 
autarchy, into feudalism, and eventually into the labor relationship of industrial capital. 
Perhaps Marx’s most crucial insight was his understanding of labor as something 
that only exists in a relational setting. Under capital, Marx would argue, labor had been 
“socialized” or “vergesellschaftet” into the abstraction of average, quantifiable value. “It is 
only when men have worked their way out of their initial animal condition, when therefore 
their labour has been to some extent socialized [vergesellschaftet],” Marx wrote in one of 
the most central passages of his text, “that a situation arises in which the surplus labour of 
                                                
52 Karl Marx, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, Volume 1, tr. Ben Fowkes (London: Penguin, 1990), 
p. 167; Karl Marx, Das Kapital: Kritik der politischen Ökonomie, Erster Band, Marx Engels Werke, Band 23 
(Berlin: Dietz, 1962), p. 88. 
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one person becomes a condition of existence for another.”53 The workings of capital, he 
concluded, are such that any surplus created by the wage laborer becomes subsumed and 
quantified into average labor and ultimately valorized as capital.  
Marxian and Maoist conceptions of universality understood in terms of the 
dialectical progression of history, occupied a central position in anticolonial discourse. In 
a number of cases these discourses morphed into the social text, and became themselves 
the catalysts behind real-world historical events, sometimes with tragic consequences. 
Conversely, for many thinkers of the decolonizing world, who were their careful readers, 
Marx and Mao’s thought offered valuable concepts that could contribute to postcolonial 
universality-building. In the wake of Bandung, for instance, metropolitan notions of World 
Literature would be reinvented by anticolonial writers and thinkers under the banner of 
Marxist and Maoist aesthetic categories. It had become essential for this postwar generation 
of anticolonial voices to rewrite World Literature from a Marxist, and later Maoist, 
perspective in an effort to eradicate centuries of cultural imperialism. 
It is all the more remarkable then, that in the post-Mao China of the 1980s, many 
artists and theorists would once again return to Marx to claim an entirely new type of 
universality, this time embracing the humanist underpinnings of his early writings. The 
most canonical reference text of this humanist vein of post-Mao Marxist thought were the 
Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844. In this text, Marx famously argues that 
capitalist production, which operates by way of what he he will later call “abstract average 
                                                
53 Capital, Volume 1, p. 647; “Nur sobald die Menschen sich aus ihren ersten Tierzuständen herausgearbeitet, 
ihre Arbeit selbst also schon in gewissem Grad vergesellschaftet ist, treten Verhältnisse ein, worin die 
Mehrarbeit des einen zum Existenzbedingung des andern wird,” Das Kapital, Erster Band, p. 534-535. 
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labor,” objectifies human beings as nothing more than value-creating instruments. By 
categorizing human beings as abstract labor, Marx argues, a capitalist economy turns the 
worker into a “working animal [Arbeitstier], a beast reduced to the strictest bodily needs.”54  
Marx then affirms that unlike animals, man is a conscious, self-aware being that 
understands itself as part of a universal species. “Man,” Marx writes in the most central 
passage of his text, “is a species being [Gattungswesen], not only because in practice and in 
theory he adopts the species as his object (…) but (…) also because he treats himself as the 
actual, living species; because he treats himself as a universal and therefore a free being.”55 
Man, as a self-conscious, free being that takes itself to be a universal, is then “dehumanized 
[entmenscht],” 56  when he or she becomes absorbed into the abstraction of capitalist 
production, when, as Marx puts it, labor is transformed into “estranged, alienated labour 
[entfremdete, entaüβerte Arbeit]”57 and calculated into the abstract average reduction of 
capital.  
                                                
54 Karl Marx, Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, tr. Martin Milligan (New York: International 
Publishers, 1964), p. 74; “als Arbeitstier, als ein auf die striktesten Leibesbedürfnisse reduziertes Vieh,” in 
Karl Marx, Ökonomisch-philosophische Manuskripte (1844), in Karl Marx & Friedrich Engels, Werke, Band 
40, Ergänzungsband, Teil 1 (Berlin: Dietz Verlag, 1968), p. 478. 
55 Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, p. 112; “Der Mensch ist ein Gattungswesen, nicht nur 
indem er praktisch und theoretisch die Gattung, sowohl seine eigne als die der übrigen Dinge, zu seinem 
Gegenstand macht, sondern (…) auch indem er sich zu sich selbst als der gegenwärtigen, lebendigen Gattung 
verhält, indem er sich zu sich als einem universellen, darum freien Wesen verhält,” in Ökonomisch-
philosophische Manuskripte (1844), p. 515. 
 
 








Marx suggests that the only way to overcome this estrangement or alienation, was 
to re-universalize human consciousness. The Hegelian dialectic, Marx explains, offered 
consciousness a theoretical path towards regaining an awareness of its species-being, 
towards the “supersession of its alienation [Aufhebung seiner Entfremdung].”58 The only 
option to achieve this in practice was a collective, dialectical engagement in the realization 
of socialism, which in the early Marx’s theoretical framework amounted to nothing other 
than a reinstatement of humanism. “Communism, as the supersession [Aufhebung] of 
private property,” the young Marx concluded in enigmatic terms that would haunt much 
of the twentieth century, “is the vindication of real human life as man’s possession and thus 
the advent of practical humanism.”59 
The fact that in the 1980s Chinese artists and philosophers who were still solidly 
lodged in a Marxian tradition returned to this young, more humanist Marx to reimagine a 
new concept of universality for the post-Mao era, is highly revealing. What it implied, 
perhaps, was that the claims to postcolonial universality of the previous generation were 
starting to become part of history. A new claim to universality was one the scene, one that 
was rooted in, perhaps illusory, dreams of globality and a more humane socialism. The 
Cold War was seemingly on its last legs, and the postcolonial conception of the world had 
a new competitor.  
 
                                                




59  Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, p. 135; der Kommunismus als Aufhebung des 
Privateigentums [ist] die Vindikation des wirklichen menschlichen Lebens als seines Eigentums, das Werden 
des praktischen Humanismus,” in Ökonomisch-philosophische Manuskripte (1844), p. 583. 
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The chapters of this dissertation are conceived as case studies that together make 
up three major sections, which are respectively dedicated to the Italian, Francophone, and 
Chinese contexts. The first chapter discusses Alberto Moravia’s presidency of the 
UNESCO-affiliated international literary organization PEN International (1959-1962). I 
argue that as President of PEN International, Alberto Moravia was a privileged witness—
and at times active participant—to the efforts of Afro-Asian Writers to reinvent the 
entrenched notion of World Literature in the wake of Bandung. I show how Moravia 
proposed an innovative politics of translation that could overcome the Eurocentric and at 
heart colonialist legacy of PEN International.   
In the second chapter, I discuss the Third-Worldist poetry, short stories, and 
cinema of Alberto Moravia’s longtime friend Pier Paolo Pasolini. I show how Pasolini, 
much like the Afro-Asian writers and intellectuals he admired and discussed in his writings 
and films, was trying to imagine an alternative notion of Third-Worldist and postcolonial 
universality. I demonstrate how this vision was most directly captured in his “Bandung 
Man” poem and other texts in which he proposed a universalist continuum between the 
Italian and colonial underclasses.  
In the third chapter, I introduce the central importance of Antonio Gramsci in the 
Third-Worldist trajectory of the Italian left through a reading of his notes on education, 
language learning, and universal translatability. In then discuss how the question of 
universality and translatability in Gramsci overlaps with the history of Gramsci’s own 
translatability into ulterior discursive contexts. I show how after Gramsci’s death, his work 
was instrumentalized by both the Italian Communist Party and the Maoist 
extraparliamentary left as they sought to gain the upper hand in the culture battles of the 
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Cold War. In these struggles for discursive supremacy, I argue, the translatability of 
Gramsci’s work was put to the test.  
I open the French subsection of this dissertation with a reading of Patrice 
Lumumba’s seminal anticolonial writings through the lens of Sartre’s critical response to 
his work. I show how in his writings on the Jewish Question and the literature of négritude, 
Sartre had put forward a theory of universality of a Hegelian lineage that was based on his 
philosophical notion of the “situation.” I go on to discuss how Sartre’s theory of race had 
an immediate impact on an anticolonial thinker like Frantz Fanon, who simultaneously 
admired and rejected Sartre’s theories. This criticism by Fanon and others, I argue, pushed 
Sartre to adapt and expand his method of critical reading. I then show how this new theory 
of the “singular universal” is foregrounded in his preface to the speeches and writings of 
Patrice Lumumba. For Sartre, Lumumba was at the crossroads of two opposing strands of 
universalism, two competing Cold World universalities. 
The second of my French chapters builds on these insights by analyzing Simone de 
Beauvoir’s feminist response to Sartre’s notion of the “singular universal.” I show how 
Beauvoir’s early understanding of the existentialist concept of the situation complicates 
and complements, rather than copies, that of Sartre. Through a reading of her ethical, 
anticolonial, and feminist work, I discuss how it was Beauvoir’s notion of embodied and 
gendered universality that lay at the basis of Sartre’s later philosophical analysis of race and 
colonial exploitation. Her insights on the construction of gender also colored her 
understanding of the colonial relation. I show how her distinctive vision is most clearly 
expressed in her La longue marche, a text written as a direct response to China’s 
engagement with the Bandung Conference. Bandung as it developed in revolutionary 
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China, was in Beauvoir’s eyes another alternative claim to universality that was growing 
from within a particular historical and socio-political situation.  
The final chapter of this section examines André Malraux’s writings on what he 
called the “Imaginary Museum.” I argue that Malraux’s work exemplifies how the museum 
as a site of colonial categorization and discursive power relations takes on a different 
meaning after Bandung. Malraux’s art-historical writings can be said to constitute a 
neocolonial claim to metropolitan universality in line with the dominance of American 
democratic universalism, and as such diametrically opposed to the Hegelian 
anticolonialism of the other Francophone writers I discuss in this dissertation. Malraux’s 
metropolitan claim to universality, I argue, grew out of the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights and was actively propagated by organizations like UNESCO. Malraux’s 
Imaginary Museum, I put forward, reveals to us that the contemporary phenomenon we 
call “globalization” in art, is rooted in a cultural history of decolonization that shaped the 
competing universalities of the Cold War.  
The two final chapters focus on the alternative conceptions of universality and 
worldliness that were imagined in postwar China. In the first of these two chapters, I show 
how the historical circumstances of the Sino-Soviet Split were reflected in the cultural and 
literary stakes of the Afro-Asian Writers’ Bureau’s mission to rewire the notion of World 
Literature for the decolonizing world. Through a study of the AAWB’s main platform, the 
international journal The Call, and through an analysis of the Chinese contributions to the 
AAWB in anthologies and at its conferences, I show how the official split of the AAWB in 
1966 was not a mere political move. I argue, rather, that the split of the Bureau represented 
a shift in the Chinese theoretical conception of what universal literature should look like in 
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a by now solidly postcolonial and revolutionary world. If up until that point the aesthetical 
and ideological foundations of the Afro-Asian Writers’ Bureau were grafted onto Soviet-
style Socialist Realism, after 1966 it had become abundantly clear that, for many writers 
and intellectuals from the decolonizing world, the Chinese vision for a revolutionary World 
Literature had become a more appealing claim to universality.  
In my concluding chapter, I examine the competing universalist claims underlying 
the curatorial concepts of two landmark exhibitions that are commonly referred to as 
among the most important inaugural moments of globality in art. I situate Les magiciens 
de la terre and China/Avant-Garde in their respective intellectual climate in the France and 
China of 1989, and show how the theoretical framing of the two shows was rooted in 
complex and at times overlapping intellectual histories. I then contrast this analysis with a 
reading of the works by Huang Yong Ping included in the two exhibitions, as well as his 
contemporaneous artist writings and manifestos. Ultimately, I argue, the recent rise of so-
called “global artists” is culturally embedded in the historical vision for universal culture 






Cold War Third-Worldism and the Politics of World Literature: 
Moravia’s Presidency of PEN International 
  
 
In 1961, in what was then still called Bombay, the UNESCO-affiliated “All-India Bengali 
Literary Conference” organized a gathering in honor of the Indian poet, painter, and intellectual 
Rabindranath Tagore. The conference featured readings and lectures by writers from every 
continent, an exhibition of Tagore’s artworks, as well as interventions by Prime Minister Nehru 
and other high-ranking Indian officials. Strikingly, the list of invitees included the Italian writer 
and communist compagnon de route Alberto Moravia, who earlier that year had been elected to 
serve as President of PEN International, the London-based “Association of World Writers.” Along 
with his traveling companions Elsa Morante and Pier Paolo Pasolini, Moravia was eager to see how 
a confident India was carving out its rightful cultural and political space in the wake of 
decolonization and Bandung.  
The All-India Conference, the colonial satellite of PEN International’s metropolitan 
headquarters, wanted to present India’s most prominent and prolific writer as a proponent of what 
PEN International’s original Charter had championed. Tagore, they argued, stood for a World 
Literature envisioned as a vehicle for international human rights and universally recognized values. 
At the same time, the conference organizers realized that the semantics of World Literature had 
recently been extended. The alternative universality imagined at the Bandung Conference in 1955 
was beginning to infiltrate the very notion of World Literature, reinventing it from within.  
In her book Against World Literature: On the Politics of Untranslatability (2013), Emily 
Apter takes a critical stance towards this recently much-debated phenomenon of World Literature. 
Writing from a postcolonial perspective, Apter rightly defends the traditional disciplinary 
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commitment within the field of Comparative Literature to studying works of literature in their 
original languages. She distances herself from the ideologically motivated emphasis on 
translatability, global circulation, and systems theory voiced by tenets of World Literature the likes 
of Pascale Casanova, Franco Moretti, or David Damrosch.1 “Many recent efforts to revive World 
Literature,” she writes, “rely on a translatability assumption. As a result, incommensurability and 
what has been called the Untranslatable are insufficiently built into the literary heuristic.”2 For 
Apter, World Literature’s universalist, often explicitly humanist aspirations are as problematic as 
its emphasis on translatability, and have an air of all too easy globalism. 
Alongside Goethe’s by now slightly worn concept of Weltliteratur, the writings of 
Rabindranath Tagore hold a central position within these new debates on World Literature. The 
speech he delivered in 1907 at the Indian National Council for Education is perhaps the most often 
cited text. Entitled “Visva Sahitya” or “World Literature,” it can be read as a passionate plea for a 
literature envisioned as a launching platform for universal man. “Thus must one view literature,” 
he writes, “as a temple that the universal man (vishva-manav) has built; writers have come from 
all times and all nations to work as labourers in that project.”3 For Tagore, “World Literature” 
essentially had a similarly translatable, and at heart universalist flair of more recent approaches to 
the idea. In today’s debates on World Literature, then, invoking Tagore has turned into a tempting 
																																																								
1 Central texts in the field are David Damrosch’s What is World Literature? (2003), Pascale Casanova’s The World 
Republic of Letters (2004) and Franco Moretti’s Graphs, Maps, Trees: Abstract Models for a Literary History (2005). 
I discuss these texts in greater detail below, see p. 19-20. 
 
 
2 Emily Apter, Against World Literature: On the Politics of Untranslatability (New York: Verso, 2013), p. 3. 
 
 
3 Rabindranath Tagore, “Visva Sahitya/World Literature,” Speech delivered at the National Council for Education 
(1907), tr. Rijula Das & Makarand Paranjape, in D. Banerji ed., Rabindranath Tagore in the 21st Century (Calcutta: 
Springer, 2015), p. 286. 
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lifeline for those wishing to grant legitimacy to a projected extension of the Eurocentric canon via 
the express route of translation.4  
When Moravia, Pasolini, and Morante attended the Tagore conference in the Mumbai of 
1961, a strikingly alternative notion of World Literature was being discussed in the aftermath of 
Bandung. For the organizers of the “All India Conference,” the 1955 Bandung Conference would 
have been a fresh memory. Bandung had been a catalyst for rethinking cultural collaboration and 
diplomacy in a postcolonial world. As a local affiliate of what at heart had been a literary 
organization headquartered in the metropole that underwrote the colonial legacy, the All-India 
Centre had not been quarantined from these historical shifts. The alternative conceptions of 
universality and World Literature proposed in the margins of Bandung were starting to leave their 
mark on international cultural organizations like PEN and UNESCO.  
When Alberto Moravia took on the presidency of PEN International, the institution that 
today purports itself to be the world’s “oldest human rights organization” was going through 
turbulent times. Founded in the wake of the First World War as an international dinner club by 
the British writer and peace activist Catharine Dawson-Scott5, International PEN—an acronym for 
“Poets, Essayists, and Novelists”—soon exceeded its original goal of fostering intercultural 
understanding between writers. In the aftermath of the Second World War PEN increasingly 
became an international political player with strong ties to the United Nations, particularly 
																																																								
4 In her contribution to the Routledge Companion to World Literature, Bhavya Tiwari argues that Tagore’s notion of 
World Literature grew from an awareness of India as a “world within itself,” where literatures in local languages and 
dialects exist alongside English-language writing. See Bhavya Tiwari, “Rabindranath Tagore’s Comparative World 
Literature,” in Theo D’haen, David Damrosch, & Djelal Kadir eds., The Routledge Companion to World Literature 
(London & New York: Routledge, 2012), p. 40-48. 
 
 
5 See Marjorie Watts, Mrs. Sappho: The Life of C.A. Dawson Scott, Mother of International PEN (London: Duckworth, 
1987). 
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UNESCO. Its members and executive committee directly took on human rights issues and 
advocated on behalf of imperiled writers around the world. PEN’s Charter, which significantly was 
proposed in the same year as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, solidly anchored the 
organization’s call on writers to “champion the ideal of one humanity living in peace in one world”6 
within the broader human rights agenda of the Cold War. 
In the postwar years PEN’s inherent Eurocentrism was starting to be questioned. Following 
its affiliation with UNESCO in 1946 and the ratification of its Charter in 1948, PEN members were 
advocating for the creation of new PEN centers in both former colonies in Asia and Africa, as well 
as nations associated with the Soviet bloc. Moravia was widely seen as the voice that could best 
propagate this new vision. By the time Alberto Moravia chaired the 1960 PEN Conference in Rio 
de Janeiro and attended the 1961 Tagore conference in Mumbai, PEN had become what Mehan 
Doherty has called an “arena for the contest between competing universalist visions of the writer.”7 
In many ways it was an experimental space of cultural diplomacy where the capitalist West was 
trying to portray itself as the standard bearer of human values and creativity. PEN was in other 
words a place where some of the matches in the culture battles between the Cold War’s spheres of 
influence—battles with non-aligned or weakened aligned countries as the main prize—were 
fought. 
The new direction PEN International took under Moravia’s presidency should in my view 
be read, with Upendra Baxi, as an extrapolation of “contemporary human rights.” As such, it 
																																																								




7 Megan Doherty, PEN International and its Republic of Letters, 1921-1970, Dissertation Thesis (Columbia University: 
2011), p. 35. 
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should be situated in the context of the extension of the semantics of universalism in the aftermath 
of decolonization and Bandung. Baxi argues that modern human rights in the wake of the French 
Revolution consistently refused to grant space to people on the margins of modernity, from 
refugees and the stateless, over the exploited and the colonized, to people with disabilities. 
Contemporary human rights on the other hand, which he locates in the aftermath of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights and the onset of the Cold War, “decreate” the discursivity inherent 
to modern human rights, subvert its structure, open it up to critical voices, and in doing so become 
a threat to the dominant order. In this sense, Baxi’s chronology of contemporary human rights 
readjusts Samuel Moyn’s widely received notion that “anticolonialism wasn’t a human rights 
movement,”8 and elucidates how Bandung did produce an alternative notion of universality. 
Baxi suggests that during the Cold War the discursivity of human rights purposefully 
excluded other emergent discourses that were manifesting themselves outside of the capitalist 
West. As such, he argues, human rights acquired what he calls a “fragmented universality”9 as it 
transitioned from its modern to its contemporary form of appearance. During rare moments of 
solidarity, contemporary human rights did obtain “the intensity of a discursive insurrection,” and 
																																																								
8 In his The Last Utopia: Human Rights in History, Moyn argues that the countries participating in the Bandung 
Conference were after establishing national sovereignty more so than universal human rights. “No one at Bandung,” 
writes Moyn, “understood human rights to mean a drive potentially spurred by the Afro-Asian nations to establish 
international legal protection for individuals. And after Bandung, the Non-Alignment Movement slighted the concept 
even more, especially after 1960, when the UN General Assembly clarified the role human rights could play in the 
struggle against colonialism and racism,” in Samuel Moyn, The Last Utopia: Human Rights in History (Cambridge, 
MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University, 2010), p. 109. Roland Burke’s book Decolonization and the Evolution of 
International Human Rights argues on the other hand that Bandung played a major role in the decentering of human 
rights discourse: “Anticolonialism was in part conceived as a struggle for human rights (…). The conference marked 
a high point in support for the universality of human rights among the Third World states,” in Roland Burke, 
Decolonization and the Evolution of International Human Rights (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
2010), p. 14-15. 
 
 
9 Upendra Baxi, The Future of Human Rights (New Delhi & New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), p. 52. 
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managing it became “a prime task of human rights diplomacy.”10 Such alternative modes of 
envisioning human rights, I argue here, emerged in the postwar years in the context of Bandung. 
Often they did so from within, inverting the structures of dominant human rights discourse and, 
more broadly, existing claims to universality, by briefly opening the gates, and letting in those left 
at its margins.11  
When the PEN International leadership—personified mainly by longtime General 
Secretary David Carver—made a push for Moravia’s leadership, they were succumbing to these 
Cold War rivalries in a bipolar world order. The conundrum an organization like PEN was faced 
with was one where both sides of the world-political spectrum were not only competing between 
themselves, but also competing for influence in non-aligned, often formerly colonized countries, 
which in turn were themselves imagining alternative ways of working together. Opening up the 
PEN membership to non-European countries and organizing the yearly Congress in cities like 
Tokyo or Rio de Janeiro, it seemed, would rid the organization of its Eurocentric and essentially 
colonial tendencies, and give it an edge in these struggles for global influence.  
Direct pressure, as Megan Doherty has found, was exerted at the level of PEN’s parent 
organization UNESCO, which had “noted PEN’s Eurocentrism, and asked the leadership to fix this 
problem.”12 The pressure was accompanied by soft power in the form of additional UNESCO 
																																																								
10 Baxi, The Future of Human Rights, p. 22. 
 
 
11 Or as Joseph Slaughter puts it in his book on literature and human rights: “The projection of a normative egalitarian 
imaginary not only sets the terms and limits of universality's constituency, it makes possible nonhegemonic 
rearticulations of universality's compass,” in Joseph Slaughter, Human Rights, Inc.: The World Novel, Narrative Form, 
and  International Law (Fordham: Fordham University Press, 2007), p. 5. 
 
 
12 Doherty, PEN International and its Republic of Letters, p. 217. 
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funding to cover the travel and other expenses associated with organizing the yearly Congress in 
countries far away from PEN’s traditional European base. Remarkably, the fact that Alberto 
Moravia was invited to serve as the organization’s new President was a direct result of UNESCO’s 
overhaul of PEN International. Moravia, who in the 1930 and 1950s had widely travelled to the 
USSR and China in his capacity of journalist and travel writer for the Italian daily Corriere della 
sera, was seen as an ideal figure to further soothe PEN’s critics.  
While Moravia was a longtime member of the Italian Communist Party, he was also known 
as one of its fiercest critics. The PCI under Palmiro Togliatti was staunchly pro-Soviet and even 
Stalinist in its political orientation—it was this Stalinist tendency that Moravia abhorred and 
criticized in his writings, while remaining committed to his personal Marxism. In his travelogue 
of one his trips to the Soviet Union, which came out shortly after the 1956 Hungary Crisis, Moravia 
did not obfuscate his strong opinions of the Soviet regime. “Soviet society,” he wrote in his Un 
mese in URSS,” seems to me puritan, psychological, ceremonial, and complex, if nuanced and 
individually gradated under the guise of collective uniformity (…). This censoring is so powerful 
and so profound that Soviet society still has a very long period of growth and development ahead 
of itself.”13 
A similar, idiosyncratic critical awareness characterized Moravia’s lifelong anticolonial and 
antiracist engagement. Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, Moravia would travel across Africa and 
Asia in his capacity as a journalist and travel writer, often accompanied by his partner Dacia 
Maraini and his friends, including the queer poet and filmmaker Pier Paolo Pasolini and the Greek-
																																																								
13 Own translation. “La società sovietica (…) appare una società puritana, psicologica, cerimoniosa, complicata, assai 
sfumata e graduate individualmente pur sotto l’uniformità collettiva (…) questa censura è così potente e così profonda 
che la società sovietica ha ancora davanti a sé un lunghissimo periodo di crescita e di sviluppo,” in Alberto Moravia, 
Un mese in URSS (Milano: Bompiani, 2013), p. 39. 
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American opera singer Maria Callas. Moravia’s travel writings of that era reveal the musings of a 
stubborn, literary mind whose anticolonial commitment was not always on par with the main 
voices in the debate. A returning trope in his African travel writings of the 1960s, which were 
collected in A quale tribù appartieni?, was Moravia’s conviction that what he called “old-type 
colonialism” was being replaced by “neo-capitalism.”14 If Moravia was unmistakably enthusiastic 
about the African independence wave of the early 1960s, a certain colonialist nostalgia could be 
detected in his writings, a worry that what he called “European culture” would slowly disappear 
from the African continent and be replaced by a new form of purely economic neocolonialism. 
The scene from A quale tribù appartieni? that perhaps best illustrates Moravia’s underlying 
nostalgia, is the section titled “The Kikuyu Schoolmaster.” The scene documents an occurrence 
during a Kenyan trip in 1963 that would go on to inspire Pasolini’s character of Davidson in his Il 
padre selvaggio screenplay and “Bandung Man” poem, which I both discuss in the next chapter. 
Moravia describes how he and his travel companions visited two Kikuyu schools in Kenya, one 
run by a British schoolmaster who was getting ready to return to the metropole after independence, 
and one run by a local Kenyan headmaster. “What would happen to European culture, after 
independence,”15 Moravia asks the British teacher, only to remain unsatisfied with the man’s 
hopeful answer. “I had the answer to my question a few days later,”16 Moravia tells his reader. The 
																																																								
14 Alberto Moravia, Which Tribe Do You Belong To?, tr. Angus Davidson (London: Secker & Warburg, 1972), p. 51; 
“Il colonialismo di vecchio stampo viene sostituito dal neocapitalismo,” in Alberto Moravia, A quale tribù appartieni? 
(Milano, Bompiani, 1972), p. 71. 
 
 
15 Which Tribe Do You Belong To?, p. 46; “Che ne sarà della cultura europea, dopo l’indipendenza?,” in A quale tribù 
appartieni, p. 65. 
 
 
16 Which Tribe Do You Belong To?, p. 47; “La risposta alla mia domanda l’ho qualche giorno dopo,” in A quale tribù 
appartieni, p. 66. 
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answer had come to Moravia when he encountered the headmaster of a local school in another 
village, who entertained Moravia and his fellow travelers with his extensive knowledge of European 
literature, from Shakespeare and Goethe to Dante. “It was a cultural landscape that he was 
describing,” Moravia wrote, “the customary landscape of European culture. (…) Seeing him so 
solitary, so small and so enthusiastic in the midst of the solemn, gloomy African scenery, I could 
not help thinking that, after all, the headmaster had not been wrong in saying that European 
culture was in good hands.”17 
While Moravia’s anticolonial engagement was idiosyncratic and at times exuded a nostalgic 
Eurocentrism as illustrated by the Kikuyu school scene, in the early 1960s he had unmistakably 
built a reputation as a left-wing intellectual who was committed to anti-imperialist struggles. It was 
this reputation that had made him so attractive to PEN. When in 1960 PEN International took the 
second of its non-European Congresses to Rio de Janeiro, Alberto Moravia would be presiding 
over the proceedings for the first time. Under the guidance of “the distinguished and world-
renowned Italian novelist Alberto Moravia,” as General Secretary David Carver called him in his 
Annual Report, “it can be expected that a determined attempt will be made to expand the scope of 
PEN in the immediate future, and it is hoped that this year’s Congress in Brazil (…) will see a great 
extension of representation in South America.”18 David Carver was in other words speaking to the 
guidelines set out by its new parent organization UNESCO to reinvigorate PEN in the aftermath 
																																																								
17 Which Tribe Do You Belong To?, p. 48; “È una specie di paesaggio culturale che ci va descrivendo; il paesaggio solito 
della cultura europea (…) vedendolo così solo, così piccolo e così entusiasta nel mezzo della solenne e funereal natura 
africana, non posso fare a meno di pensare che dopo tutto l’headmaster non ha avuto torto dicendo che la cultura 
europea era  era in buone mani,” in A quale tribù appartieni, p. 67. 
 
 




of Bandung. Rio de Janeiro would be the place where PEN would steer itself into the direction of 
the new world order, and Alberto Moravia was chosen to be at the helm. 
The theme chosen for the Congress fit the bill of both the location and the universalist 
undertones of PEN’s original Charter: “An Interchange of Evaluations of the Cultures of East and 
West, and of National and Universal Literature.”19 The ideological agenda of the PEN Congress 
explicitly subscribed to a universalist notion of World Literature, and more specifically to the 
vision for its Third-Worldist expansion that had been actively propagated by UNESCO at the time. 
The Rio Congress was to be organized, wrote then UNESCO Secretary General René Maheu in a 
letter to David Carver,  “within the framework of UNESCO’s Major Project on mutual appreciation 
of Eastern and Western cultural values.”20 The project, known colloquially as the East-West Major 
Project, had been launched in 1956 at UNESCO’s inaugural Asian Regional Conference in Tokyo. 
As Laura Wong has demonstrated in a recent article, the East-West Major Project had arrived “on 
the heels of Bandung,”21 and as such represented “an attempt to broaden UNESCO’s focus by 
providing official space for Asian and Arab states, in the process of redefining their national 
identities, to present their cultural values as not only distinct from but also on an equal footing 
with Western cultural values.”22 To achieve this objective, UNESCO’s East-West Major Project 
																																																								
19 Missive from PEN International headquarters to all local centers, PEN American Center Records, Box 87, 
“International Executive Committee” folder. 
 
 
20 Letter from René Mahou to David Carver on UNESCO letterhead, July 12, 1960, courtesy PEN International 
Archives, Harry Ransom Center, Box 11, “Rio 1960” folder. 
 
 
21 Laura Wong, “Relocating East and West: UNESCO’s Major Project on the Mutual Appreciation of Eastern and 
Western Cultural Values,” Journal of World History, 19.3 (2008), p. 372. 
 
 
22 Laura Wong, “Relocating East and West,” p. 356. 
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invested in various cultural activities that promoted East-West exchange, from textbook design, 
social science research, and translations of literary classics, to the establishment of specialized 
institutes and the organization of international colloquia.23  
Concretely, UNESCO allocated PEN International an in their view substantial subvention 
of $6,800. The subvention was intended for travel and other expenses, wrote the coordinator of the 
East-West Major Project, the Afghan writer and intellectual Najm oud-Dine Bammate, of 
“personalities from regions which would have been otherwise under-represented at Rio, and 
mainly from various regions of Asia.”24 The planning materials for the Rio Congress clearly show 
how the literary theme, “An Interchange of Evaluations of the Cultures of East and West, and of 
National and Universal Literature,” was chosen in light of what conference organizers had 
identified as the “desire” on the part of the “comparatively young nations” of South America and 
the Far East to “participate in a world-wide literature which increasing exchanges is making ever 
more important.”25  
																																																								
23 For overviews of the various activities of the East-West Major Project, see Georges Fradier, East and West: Towards 
Mutual Understanding? (Paris: UNESCO, 1959), as well as Appraisal of the Major Project on Mutual Appreciation of 
Eastern and Western Cultural Values, 1957-1966 (Paris: UNESCO, 1968). 
 
 
24 Letter from Najm oud-Dine Bammate to David Carver on UNESCO letterhead, June 29, 1960, courtesy PEN 
International Archives, Harry Ransom Center, Box 11, “Rio 1960” folder. David Carver even conscientiously prepared 
a list of potential Congress participants that would fulfill UNESCO’s requirements, including Yasunari Kawabata of 
Japan, Prince Pem Burachatr of Thailand, and Naguib Mahfus of Egypt. 
 
 





There was in other words a distinctive awareness on the part of both UNESCO and PEN 
International’s secretariat that, in the wake of Bandung, writers from recently independent nations 
were in direct competition with the old notion of World Literature. These young writers and the 
newly founded associations that represented them were actively eroding the kind of World 
Literature an entrenched organization like PEN had been advocating for since its inception. PEN 
officials saw the “political” and the simultaneously “literary independence” of postcolonial nations 
in East Asia and elsewhere as, in their words, “unmistakable signs of the development, thanks to 
the increase in translations and in exchanges of all kinds, of a kind of universal literature with 
common laws, (…) the inheritor of humanity’s literary patrimony as a whole.”26 The alternative, 
competing universality of a new kind of World Literature imagined after Bandung was in other 
words threatening PEN’s very mission, and efforts needed to be made to subsume this new 
																																																								
26 Planning materials for Rio Congress, courtesy PEN International Archives, Harry Ransom Center, Box 11, “Rio 
1960” folder. 
Fig. 1: Literary translations sponsored by UNESCO's East-
West Major Project, The UNESCO Courier (June 1957), 
courtesy UNESDOC 
Fig. 2: Poster for Polish East-West Week, Polish 
National Commission for UNESCO, The UNESCO 
Courier, December 1958, courtesy UNESDOC 
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phenomenon under the more familiar umbrella of metropolitan, and by extension, capitalist 
universality. 
Speeches by conference participants were required to build on the conference theme.27 In 
his presidential opening speech, Alberto Moravia remarked that one of the most striking 
developments of our time had been “the transformation of Western culture in universal culture” 
and that the world was going through a “hybrid moment” of “interpenetration.”28 Touching on the 
advent of a revitalized revolutionary China where “a communist revolution has overthrown a 
millenary empire,” Moravia’s speech discussed how the industrial revolution had finally 
“perfected” itself as manifested by the “industrial equality between East and West.”29 Literature, 
Moravia seemed to suggest, would not be spared from the advent of this new universal culture. 
Moravia’s correspondence with  David Carver also reveals how Moravia did espouse the 
expansionist mission PEN International had entrusted him with. Moravia suggested, for instance, 
to organize the 1961 Congress in New Delhi to solidly anchor PEN’s Third World agenda.30 His 
																																																								
27 Mario Praz, an Italian writer and intellectual who had been invited by Moravia as guest of honor along with Giorgio 
Bassani and Carlo Levi, wrote in a letter to David Carver that he had “no preparation to discuss the relations between 
East and West,” in Letter from Mario Praz to David Carver on Rome University letterhead, July 3, 1960, courtesy PEN 
International Archives, Harry Ransom Center, Box 11, “Rio 1960” folder. 
 
 
28 Own translation: “Actuellement un des faits les plus extraordinaires c’est la transformation de la culture occidentale 
en culture universelle. (…) Nous sommes donc dans un moment d’interpénétration. (…). C’est un moment hybride 
et très pénible mains plein de germes pour le futur,” in Opening Speech of Alberto Moravia at the Rio PEN 




29 Own translation: “En Chine, la révolution communiste a renversé un empire qui durait depuis des milliers d’années. 
(…). Je pense aussi que demain verra la révolution industrielle finalement parfaite, c’est-à-dire qu’il y aura une égalité 
industrielle entre l’Occident et l’Orient,” in Ibid., p. 4-5. 
 
 
30 See Letter from Moravia to David Carver, February 26, 1962, courtesy PEN International Archives, Harry Ransom 
Center, Box 9, “International Presidents and Candidates, 1959-71” folder. 
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perspective as a communist compagnon de route and full-time writer, however, was more in tune 
with the aspirations of the Afro-Asian writers and associations themselves. If PEN and UNESCO 
were actively seeking their courtship in an effort to compete with the Bandung-era collectives that 
were taking shape at the time, Moravia’s personal initiatives are indicative of his concern to instill 
a genuine dialogue with writers and artists from postcolonial and Soviet spheres. Moravia was in 
other words aware that as President of PEN, he was indirectly complicit to their expansionist, even 
neocolonial agenda. His personal intitiatives clearly demonstrate, on the other hand, how he used 
his position of power to support writers from postcolonial nations associated with the Soviet bloc. 
In one of his letters to Carver, Moravia wrote how just months before the Rio Congress he 
met with Boris Polevoy, the then Secretary of the Soviet Union of Writers. Polevoy was in Rome 
for “a meeting with Negro writers,” and had suggested to Moravia that one or more Soviet writers 
be sent to Rio as observers.31 A month later, Moravia again wrote to Carver, this time insisting that 
“it would be a great success for the PEN Club if we could create a PEN section in the USSR and if 
in the future we could have a Congress in Russia.” PEN International, Moravia argued, would be 
“more useful outside Europe and the Western World then at home.”32 Both requests were 
immediately shot down by Carver, who rebutted that the recent Pasternak controversy33 was too 
																																																								
31 Letter from Moravia to David Carver, February 1960, courtesy PEN International Archives, Harry Ransom Center, 
Box 11, “International Presidents and Candidates” folder. 
 
 
32 Letter from Moravia to David Carver, March 10, 1960, courtesy PEN International Archives, Harry Ransom Center, 
Box 11, “International Presidents and Candidates” folder. 
 
 
33 Letter from David Carver to Moravia, September 8, 1959, courtesy PEN International Archives, Harry Ransom 
Center, Box 9, “International Presidents and Candidates, 1959-71” folder. Carver is alluding to the covert publication 
of Pasternak’s Doctor Zhivago by Italian publisher Feltrinelli in 1957. The publication came into being with CIA 
funding and support. See Peter Finn and Petra Couvée, The Zhivago Affair: The Kremlin, the CIA, and the Battle over 
a Forbidden Book (New York: Pantheon, 2014). A year later Moravia and Carver would write another series of letters 
to each other regarding the Pasternak affair, this time alluding to a controversial financial transaction between the 
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fresh a memory for PEN International to start a working relationship with the Union of Soviet 
Writers and insisted that “Russian writers would be unwelcome” in Rio “in view of the non-
existence of diplomatic relations between Brazil and USSR.”34  
The correspondence between Carver and Moravia, then, is a miniature universe where the 
various stakeholders of Cold War Third-Worldism intersect. On the one hand there was an 
entrenched organization like PEN, which was actively taking part in the fierce competion for 
cultural supremacy between the different poles of the Cold War world, and on the other an engaged 
writer and intellectual like Moravia, who in tune with many of his contemporaries was fascinated 
by what was happening on the other side of, and beyond, the literary Iron Curtain. If an author 
like Moravia was caught in the web of competing universalities that was spun during the Cold War, 
he nevertheless took a critical stance towards the kind of politics of World Literature embodied by 
an administrator and diplomat like Carver. 
It was at Rio de Janeiro and under Moravia’s presidency that PEN International took a 
pivotal step in its transformation process from a Eurocentric literary dinner club to a human rights 
organization with global political ambitions. The Rio de Janeiro Congress was where Members of 
PEN ratified the groundbreaking Writers in Prison Committee, designed to act “on behalf of PEN 
in the interests of writers imprisoned for the free expression of opinion.”35 The establishment of 																																																								
Italian communist publisher Feltrinelli and Pasternak’s family, which led to their arrest by Soviet authorities. In 
response to Carver’s request to write to the Soviets and ask for their clemency, Moravia stated: “I think that Feltrinelli 
should have not sent the roubles to the USSR. I agree with you that you ask the centres to address letters and cables to 
the Soviet Writer’s Union,” in Letter from Moravia to David Carver, 1961, courtesy PEN International Archives, Harry 
Ransom Center, Box 9, “International Presidents and Candidates, 1959-71” folder. 
 
 
34 Letter from David Carver to Moravia, June 27, 1960, courtesy PEN International Archives, Harry Ransom Center, 
Box 11, “International Presidents and Candidates” folder. 
 
35 David Carver, “Principal Activities of the International PEN in 1960 and 1961,” Report to UNESCO, courtesy 
UNESDOC. 
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the committee had initially been a response to the imprisonment, on political grounds, of the 
Hungarian writers Tibor Déry and Julius Hay in the summer of 1959. The Austrian PEN centers 
passed a resolution to ban the Hungarian centrer from PEN membership, and efforts were made 
to set up an international campaign pleading for the writers’ release. PEN’s human rights turn is 
to be situated, then, in the broader context of the Soviet crackdown in Hungary in 195636, as well 
as the debates leading up to the Sino-Soviet Split that followed. 
Moravia’s correspondence with David Carver shows how Moravia, in his capacity of 
President-Elect, was already involved in laying the groundwork of the committee at the time of the 
Hungarian case. If Carver was in support of the new Writers in Prison Committee, he did not want 
it to operate at the expense of PEN’s recent expansion into the Soviet bloc. In a letter to Moravia 
of June 1959, Carver reminded Moravia of the importance to readmit the Hungarian center in 
spite of the controversy. “It is essential,” Carver wrote, “that we keep contact with the Iron Curtain 
Centres. (…) So much hangs on whether or not we keep the centres in Poland, Czechoslovakia, 
Bulgaria, and Hungary.”37 Moravia, Carver, and retiring President André Chamson subsequently 
proceeded to send a telegram addressed to János Kádár, the First Secretary of the Hungarian 
Socialist Workers’ Party, pleading to “consider an act of clemency towards imprisoned Hungarian 
																																																								
36 As early as 1957, just one year after the Hungarian uprisings, Carver wrote a letter to President Nehru of India, 
urging him to “intervene in the cause of the many writers and intellectuals who are today either in prison in Budapest, 
under sentence, or are in danger of arrest for actions taken in the uprising of last autumn.” in Letter from David Carver 
to Nehru, July 1, 1957, courtesy PEN International Archives, Harry Ransom Center, Box 9, “International Presidents 
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writers” and expressing the gratitude of “writers all over the world.”38 Their request was politely 
declined. 
With the committee, which still campaigns on behalf of imprisoned writers worldwide 
today39, PEN solidly anchored itself as a political force in Cold War human rights discourse. If 
historically PEN had been an organization with strong colonial undercurrents, the competing 
universalities inherent to human rights discourse in the postwar years crisscross one another 
within PEN’s human rights advocacy work. Throughout the Cold War, PEN would hover between 
a US-centered critique of Soviet communism—at one point even receiving indirect funding 
streams from the CIA40—and a firm realization that the aftermath of Bandung would have far-
fetching consequences for world politics, consequences that were bound to impact its legacy as a 
major player in international cultural diplomacy. Human rights discourse seemed an appropriately 
neutral41 avenue to follow in an era of continuously conflicting interests. 
The practical aspects, the agenda, and the location of the Rio de Janeiro Congress also spoke 
to some of the pressing new challenges an organization like PEN was faced with in the aftermath 
of decolonization and Bandung. The plenary of the Congress, David Carver wrote in his report as 
General Secretary, convened in a modernist temple from the late 1930s, a “fine modern building 
																																																								
38 PEN International Press Release, August 10, 1959, courtesy Fondo Alberto Moravia. 
39 PEN’s work as an international human rights organization is not always without controversy. Recently a number of 
prominent writers refused to attend a PEN event after the organization had decided to give an award to the besieged 




40 For a detailed discussion of the funding stream to PEN International via the Farfield Foundation, a noted CIA front 




41 According to Doherty, PEN’s humanitarian constituted “an appealingly neutral path through the worst days of the 
Cold War,” in Doherty, PEN International and its Republic of Letters, p. 252. 
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which houses the Brazilian Press Association.” After the plenary and an evening of cocktails 
accompanied by color films of Thailand commented by one of the guests of honor, the Thai Prince 
Prem Purachatra, a government-chartered plane took the attendees to a Mercedes-Benz factory in 
São Paolo, and eventually on to the “splendid climax to a memorable Congress,” a meeting with 
the Brazilian President and a guided of the new capital Brasília, which was still slowly emerging 
from the rainforest at the time.42  
Brazil in 1960 was starting to see the effects of the progressive policies instated by Juscelino 
Kubitschek (1956-1961), who had led the country in its rapprochement with the Non-Alignment 
Movement. Though Brazil officially had the status of an observing country at Bandung, 
Kubitschek’s vision for the new Brazil reflected the Conference’s ideals. Elected in the same year 
as Bandung, Kubitschek pushed for rapid, self-confident economic and industrial expansion, 
particularly in the automobile sector.43 “São Paolo,” proclaimed the President of the Brazilian PEN 
subsidiary at the closing of the PEN Congress, “has developed into the biggest industrial park of 
South America. There is a crescent progress in the automobile industry: we possess already ten 
factories of the kind.”44 It was in other words this new, confident Brazil that the members of PEN 
International witnessed when they visited the country in 1960. 
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      Figs. 3-5  Bandung Swarha Hotel                               Brazilian Press Association Building              Brasília under construction 
 
Perhaps Kubitschek’s most significant legacy was his personal backing of the Brasília 
construction project. An entirely new city was to be built in the middle of the Amazonian rain 
forest, a city that could reflect the bold ambitions of the new President’s plans for economic 
development. Kubitschek commissioned the noted communist architect Oscar Niemeyer for his 
utopian capital. A staunch supporter of anti-imperialist liberation struggles in “Cuba and all 
underdeveloped countries of Africa, Asia, and the Americas,”45 and an avid reader of Western 
Third-Worldist intellectuals like Moravia, Malraux, and Sartre46, Niemeyer embodied the ideals of 
a confident new Brazil in the wake of Bandung. “JK [Juscelino Kubitschek]’s vision,” Niemeyer 
																																																								
45 Oscar Niemeyer, The Curves of Time: The Memoirs of Oscar Niemeyer, tr. Izabel Murat Burbridge (London: 
Phaidon, 2000), p. 90. 
 
 
46 Throughout Niemeyer’s memoirs there are scattered references to Sartre, Malraux, and Moravia. For Niemeyer on 
Moravia, see Niemeyer, The Curves of Time, p. 44. 
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wrote in his memoirs, “was not one of a backward provincial city, but of a modern and up-to-date 
city, one that would represent the importance of our country.”47 
The aesthetic of Niemeyer’s vision for Brazil’s built environment was prototypical of the 
modernist ambitions of Bandung’s artistic offspring. The Swarha hotel and the other venues that 
housed the conference in the Indonesian resort town, very much like the BPA building in Rio de 
Janeiro48 where the PEN Conference took place, had been built during a colonial era littered with 
metropolitan-designed modernist buildings. At Bandung, Dutch architects like Albert Aalbers and 
Wolff Schoemaker had left behind a legacy of modernist architecture that boldly underwrote the 
colonial universal.49 Ironically, the colonial modernism that had formed the aesthetic backbone of 
experimental colonial utopianism would in turn set the stage for the Bandung Conference’s own 
claim to universality. In postcolonial times the bold modernism of colonial architecture was 
deemed equally as fitting a space where radically new political projects and alternative avenues for 
cooperation could be imagined. As Reinhold Martin has shown in his book on utopian 
(post)modernism50, large-scale, utopian social housing projects in the style of le Corbusier—a 																																																								
47 Niemeyer, The Curves of Time, p. 90. Kubitschek, as Valerie Fraser has noted in her book on modernist architecture 
in Latin America, “used every opportunity to promote the idea of Brasília in terms of a new dawning in Brazilian 
history, a new beginning, as the concrete realization of a utopian dream,” in Valerie Fraser, Building the New World: 
Studies in the Modern Architecture of Latin America 1930-1960 (London & New York: Verso, 2000), p. 217. 
 
 
48 The Brazilian Press Association building was completed in 1936; the design submitted by Marcello and Milton 
Roberto was chosen over that of Oscar Niemeyer. See Zilah Quezado Decker, Brazil Built: The Architecture of the 
Modern Movement in Brazil (London & New York: Spon, 2001), p. 64-71.  
 
 
49 For an overview of Wolff Schoemaker’s architectural legacy at Bandung, see C.J. Van Dummelen, Tropical 
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still across the newly urbanizing, recently decolonized Third World,” in Reinhold Martin, Utopia’s Ghost: 
Architecture and Postmodernism, Again (London & Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2010), p. 12-13. 
	 55 
trope of architecture and urban design in the wake of the destruction of World War II—would 
soon find their way across the decolonized Third World. “Postcolonial nations,” architectural 
historian Vikramāditya Prakāsh has noted in turn, “adopted modernism with its tabula rasa, 
utopian promises for the future.”51 Modernism in the Third World, then, can be read as a 
“postcolonial act” that “self-consciously localizes and transforms the claimed universality of 
modernism,”52 a symmetrical and contemporaneous event that uses the same aesthetic language of 
the capitalist West to make an antithetical political claim to universality. 
If after Bandung a modernist aesthetic was reinvented from within, a similar 
metamorphosis was taking hold of the discursivity of World Literature.  Significantly, it was the 
central question of translation that acted as the red thread throughout this reinvigorated debate. 
Translation, the major tenets of World Literature would argue in the wake of Bandung, was the 
best weapon in the literary arms race. In the eyes of cultural agents on both sides of the geopolitical 
spectrum, translation was the one tool that could expand the world-literary canon and give a new 
generation of postcolonial writers a voice on the world stage. The argument, as I discuss in 
subsequent chapters, was used by the stakeholders of every competing universality that was in play. 
From Western organizations like PEN and UNESCO to the Soviet Union of Writers, from the 
Afro-Asian Writers Bureau to the editors of Afro-Asian journals and anthologies, translation was 
the name of the game. 
																																																								
51 Vikramāditya Prakāsh, “Third World Modernism, or Just Modernism,” in Duanfeng Lu ed., Third World 
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In current discussions on World Literature, translation is of course still at the heart of the 
matter. “World literature,” writes David Damrosch in his What is World Literature? (2003), “is 
writing that gains in translation.”53 For Damrosch, who essentially is not far removed from Pascale 
Casanova’s notion of “littérisation,” or literary consecration of peripheral texts via the detour of 
translation and transnational circulation54, literature that does not circulate beyond national 
borders misses out on literary worldliness. Translation, Damrosch continues, is what makes a given 
text into a work of World Literature, its “stylistic losses offset by an expansion in depth as they 
increase their range.”55 It is only when literature is democratized through translation, when it 
reaches the largest possible audience, Damrosch argues, that it realizes its cosmopolitan potential.  
A more recent proponent of World Literature like Franco Moretti, whose systems theory models 
aim to turn Literaturwissenschaft into a data-driven exact science, has a less subtle approach than 
scholars like Damrosch and Casanova. Nevertheless, his proposal for the study of World Literature 
as “comparative morphology”56 essentially gives a similar, central role to the questions of reception, 
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circulation, geographic embeddedness, and ultimately translation, as the driving forces behind 










If the scope of the enterprise called World Literature has grown exponentially in recent 
years, many scholars, specifically in the fields of Postcolonial Studies and Comparative Literature57, 
have also raised questions as to the validity of these ambitious claims. The problem of translation 
once more plays a pivotal role in the discussion. “I invoke untranslatability,” writes Emily Apter in 
Against World Literature, “as a deflationary gesture toward the expansionism and gargantuan scale 
of world-literary endeavors.”58 For Apter, translation for the sake of translation, translation in the 
sense of access to larger markets and ease of anthologizing, translation that turns a blind eye to its 
inevitable failure as a linguistic operation, in sum translation that comes at the cost of deep 																																																								
57 See, for instance, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s discussion with David Damrosch in “Comparative Literature/World 
Literature: A Discussion with Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak and David Damrosch,” Comparative Literature Studies 48.4 
(2011), p. 455-486, as well as her Death of a Discipline (New York: Columbia University Press, 2003). 
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Fig. 6 Translation Statistics, from UNESCO Courier, February 1963, courtesy UNESDOC 
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language learning, is where the literary and the humanities broadly speaking stand to lose more 
than they stand to gain. 
Widely known as Italy’s most translated author of the twentieth century, it is perhaps no 
surprise that Alberto Moravia used his presidency of PEN International in part to propose a new 
politics of translation, one that could stand up to the challenges of a newly imagined World 
Literature after Bandung. In November of 1961, shortly after his return from the Tagore 
conference in Mumbai, Moravia organized a PEN round table on “Translation and Translators” in 
Rome. The round table was to bring together authors, administrators, and most importantly 
translators from countries beyond the Iron Curtain and the postcolonial world, including 
Hungary, Poland, Czechoslovakia, and India.59 In many ways it would be Moravia’s most 
significant initiative during his time as PEN President. 
As a letter from Carver to Moravia shows, the 1961 Rome round table was made possible 
by the newly established International Writers Fund, which specifically aimed to encourage the 
dialogue between Western and non-Western writers and translators.60 If many of the discussions 
in Rome related to practical matters important to the translator’s profession—from questions of 
copyright to appropriate remuneration—the broader theme of the conference was in line with 
UNESCO’s East-West Major Project, which had provided significant funding and support through 
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Box 9, “International Presidents and Candidates, 1959-71” folder. 
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its translation program. “Relations between West and East,” stated Moravia in his opening speech 
echoing the premises of UNESCO’s program, “are determined by cultural facts, and in turn by 
language and books, which can only be read in translation.”61  
At the Rome Round Table UNESCO was represented by the head of the Literature Section 
of their Department of Arts and Letters, Roger Caillois, a noted French surrealist writer, 
sociologist, and avid collector who throughout his lifetime was close friends with André Malraux.62 
In his own Rome speech, which was later translated in the UNESCO Courier as “Uncharted Lands: 
Neglected Masterpieces in the World of Translations,” Caillois outlined his vision for the kind of 
expansionist World Literature his organization aimed to achieve. Significantly, his proposals were 
explicitly inspired by his friend Malraux’s notion of World Art in his Musée imaginaire series of 
albums: 
Museums and albums offer an easily accessible panorama of the things that are best in world art. (…) 
Writing, by contrast, does not enjoy these migratory qualities of easy and direct transmission. (…) One 
could wager that the scarcely-tapped resources of world literature will be exhausted more rapidly than 
the curiosity of enthusiasts (…). But as a start, they have to be translated. The Ideal Universal Museum 
[le Musée imaginaire] requires only wall-space: photography can do the rest. But the Ideal Universal 
Library [la Bibliothèque imaginaire] needs more than shelves and even printing presses. It demands 
interpreters; in other words, a human labour of learning and of love.63 																																																								
61 Own translation: “(…) les rapports entre l’Occident et l’Orient sont déterminés par des faits culturels et les faits 
culturels sont eux-mêmes déterminés par le langage, les livres. Or les livres ne peuvent se lire que lorsqu’ils sont 
traduits,” in Ladislas Gara & Paul Tabori eds., Translation and Translators: A Round Table Discussion in Rome 
(London: PEN International, 1962), p. 9. 
 
 
62 See Odile Felgine, Roger Caillois: biographie (Paris: Stock, 1994) and Axel Gryspeerdt, Roger Caillois: Des mythes 
aux collections (Paris: Classiques Garnier, 2013). Significantly, in 1973 Caillois would discuss Malraux’s Musée 
imaginaire with reference to Spengler, Toynbee, and St. John in his preface to a Malraux retrospective at the Fondation 
Maeght. See Roger Caillois, “André Malraux: Esquisse de quelques-unes des conditions requises pour concevoir l’idée 
d’un véritable Musée imaginaire,” in catalogue for André Malraux exhibition at Fondation Maeght, July 13-September 
20, 1973, curated by Jean-Louis Prat and Nicole Worms de Romilly (Paris: Fondation Maeght, 1973), p. 15. 
 
 
63 Roger Caillois, “Uncharted Lands: Neglected Masterpieces in the World of Translations,” UNESCO Courier, 
February 1963, p. 4-5. “Les musées, les albums donnent une première image des réussites des Beaux-Arts du monde 
entier. (…) La littérature, à l’inverse, ne bénéficie pas de cette facilité migratoire immediate. (…) On peut même parier 
que les réserves peu exploitées de la littérature mondiale seront plus vite épuisées, que rassasiée la curiosité des 
amateurs (…). Mais ces chefs-d’oeuvre, il les faut d’abord traduire. Le Musée imaginaire n’a besoin que de cimaises. 
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Roger Caillois’ proposal for an “Ideal Universal Library” or Bibliothèque imaginaire, then, 
spoke to the anxieties that the administrators of organizations like PEN and UNESCO were 
experiencing in the face of the systemic geopolitical change that marked the Cold War years. In 
many ways, his project was akin to what Emily Apter has called “the entrepreneurial, bulimic drive 
to anthologize and curricularize the world’s cultural resources”64 characteristic of some of today’s 
proponents of World Literature. The challenges posed by technological advances like 
photography, cinema, and the advent of the digital, and perhaps more importantly, the arrival on 
the world-literary scene of newly invigorated writers and cultural associations from the 
postcolonial world, encouraged people like David Carver and Roger Caillois to pursue an 
expansionist cultural enterprise in an effort to curb the effect of these systemic changes. For PEN 
and UNESCO alike, translation would be the most effective tool in their effort to subsume 
competing notions of World Literature—alternative modes of universality that had arisen after 
Bandung—under the umbrella of their own organizations. 
When Moravia became president of PEN International in 1959, he effectively oversaw, to 
use Upendra Baxi’s terminology again, a “decreation” of the universalist discourse that had been 
at the heart of the politics of World Literature before Bandung. If Moravia was involved in every 
step of the process, his personal engagement with the Third World was more nuanced than the 
project put forward by the organizations he was affiliated with. Moravia did push for an expansion 
of PEN’s reach in both Soviet and non-aligned countries. He inscribed his own project in the 
																																																								
A la Bibliothèque imaginaire, ne suffisent ni les rayons ni même la presse à imprimer. Il faut en outre des truchements, 
ce qui revient à dire le savant et patient effort humain,” in Translation and Translators: A Round Table Discussion in 
Rome, p. 15-20. 
 
 
64 Apter, Against World Literature, p. 3. 
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broader, universalist literary theme imposed by UNESCO as part of its “East West Major Project,” 
subscribed to PEN’s “contemporary human rights” agenda, and solicited a renewed politics of 
translation. For PEN and UNESCO, however, the goal had been to re-establish their relevance as 
a global cultural player in the aftermath of Bandung. Over against this agenda, Alberto Moravia’s 
own legacy as PEN International President can be read as that of a privileged witness. When he 
came into contact with non-aligned and Soviet writers who were in the process of imagining the 
promise of a new kind of World Literature, Alberto Moravia was intent on embracing their 
proposed alternative, and explore avenues of genuine collaboration. 
In conclusion, if during his presidency Moravia was directly involved with an organization 
like PEN International and as such complicit to their expansionist vision for a reinvigorated World 
Literature, as an engaged writer and intellectual he did not fail to interrogate and problematize this 
complicity. His push for renewed relations with Soviet writers’ associations is perhaps the best 
example of Moravia’s idiosyncratic stance within PEN’s politics of World Literature. As a writer 
who claimed genuine solidarity with writers from recently postcolonial countries, then, Moravia 
subscribed to the kind of World Literature proposed by Emily Apter, one that “takes full measure 
of linguistic constraints and truth conditions in the investigation of singular modes of existing in 
the world’s languages.”65 Moravia’s vision for World Literature after Bandung is ultimately one 




65 Against World Literature, p. 27. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
Pier Paolo Pasolini’s “Bandung Man” 
 
 
One year after the Rio de Janeiro Conference, Moravia traveled to India in his capacity of 
President of PEN International to attend a major conference on Tagore, organized by the 
organization’s Indian affiliate. “We have planned symposia,” one of the Indian conference 
organizers wrote in a letter to Moravia, “on the different aspects of Tagore’s rich and varied 
contributions to the literature, thought, and culture of the world.” Part of the larger celebrations 
for the centennial of Tagore’s birth, the PEN conference in Bombay had been “accorded official 
recognition by the Rabindranath Tagore Centenary Committee of which Prime Minister Nehru is 
the Chairman,” and “recognized writers’ Unions of various countries” had been invited to send 
representatives.1 The conference had in other words obtained the official stamp of approval of one 
of the major tenets of the Bandung Conference, the Indian Prime Minister. Similarly in tune with 
the ambitions of Bandung, the majority of the attendees were from all parts of India, and included 
a number of other non-aligned nations. 
When Moravia traveled to India, he brought along his then wife, the noted writer Elsa 
Morante, and their close friend, the radical queer poet, filmmaker, and intellectual Pier Paolo 
Pasolini. Like Moravia, Morante and Pasolini were not innocently travelling to India in 1961. The 
trip was not so much undertaken in an exoticist vein often found in travel literature of the time. 
Neither can it be read as a discursively orientalist move in the Saidian sense, as one underpinning 
the remnants of a historically colonial power structure. As Luca Caminati has shown in his in his 
																																																								
1 Debesh Das, Letter to Alberto Moravia on “All-India Bengali Literary Conference” and UNESCO letterhead, July 19, 
1960, courtesy Fondo Alberto Moravia. 
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book on Pasolini’s Third-Worldist cinema2, it was rather an example of post-Bandung cultural 
diplomacy, a real exchange between Western writers and intellectuals with their non-aligned 
counterparts.  
Within the broader field of Italian Third-Worldism, the writings and films of Moravia’s 
Indian travel companion, Pier Paolo Pasolini, occupy perhaps the most central position. The 
Third-Worldist itinerary of Pasolini is that of an engaged intellectual and artist who became 
progressively pessimistic toward the end of his life. Works like Salò and Petrolio stand in a stark 
contrast with his earlier, elegiac novels, poems, and films on the one hand, and his Third-Worldist 
work of the sixties on the other. It is possible to outline in Pasolini a clear evolution from Bandung-
era Third-Worldist universalism typical of his time to an ever darker critique of the devastating, 
dehumanizing effects of global capital. In many ways, I argue here, Pasolini’s position is one that 
is increasingly suspicious of claims to universality and translatability on either side of the political 
spectrum. If in the early sixties Pasolini had embraced the alternative universality that Bandung 
embodied, the late Pasolini became more and more critical of what Apter has called the 
“translatabily assumption” at the heart of universal constructs. His relatively unstudied 
engagement with India and Africa is where this change is perhaps most clearly foregrounded.  
In 1975, just months before he was brutally murdered near Ostia, Pier Paolo Pasolini made 
a striking diagnosis. In Italy, in the early Sixties, the fireflies had disappeared, and this because of 
air and water pollution: 
																																																								




In the early sixties, because of the air pollution, and on the countryside above all because of the water 
pollution (the blue water and the transparent ditches), the fireflies have begun to disappear.3  
 
The fireflies, for Pasolini, symbolized the alternative ecosystem4 embodied by the Friulian and 
Roman sottoproletariato that he had documented so passionately in his poems, novels, and films 
of the fifties and early sixties. It were these fireflies, mostly beautiful peasant boys with whom he 
frequently sought sexual encounters, that he could no longer find in the booming Italy of the sixties 
and early seventies. Italy, Pasolini would later claim in his fulminating essay series Lettere luterane 
and Scritti corsari, had been violently subjected to a regime of “homologating”5 consumerism and 
politically correct “false tolerance.”6 Italy, as his contemporary Michel Foucault echoed in a review 
of one of Pasolini’s films, had woken up to its “grey mornings of tolerance,”7 or in other words, to 
the consumerist downside of a decade marked by game-changing student uprisings and civil rights 
struggles. 
																																																								
3Own translation. “Nei primi anni sessanta a causa dell’inquinamento dell’aria, e sopratutto, in campagna, a causa 
dell’inquinamento dell’acqua (gli azzurri fiumi e le rogge transparenti) sono cominciate a scomparire le lucciole,” in 
Pier Paolo Pasolini, “L’articolo delle lucciole,” in Scritti corsari (Milano: Garzanti, 1975), p. 160.  
 
 
4 In his reading of Pasolini’s firefly metaphor, art historian Georges Didi-Huberman uses the term “poético-
écologique” to describe what he calls the “anthropological dimension” of Pasolini’s fundamental critique. See Georges 
Didi-Huberman, La survivance des lucioles (Paris: Minuit, 2009), p. 23. 
 
 
5 Own translation. “(…) quel nuovo fenomeno “omologatore” che è l’edonismo di massa,” in Pasolini, Scritti corsari, 
Walter Siti and Silvia De Laude eds., Saggi sulla politica e sulla società (Milan: Mondadori, 1999), p. 261. 
 
 
6 Pasolini’s notion of the “falsa tolleranza” should be read in the context of his critique of the Italian gay rights 
movement. See especially Pasolini, “Paragrafo terzo: ancora sul tuo pedagogo,” in Lettere luterane, in Saggi sulla politca 
e sulla società, p. 557.  
 
 
7 Own translation. Michel Foucault, “Les matins gris de la tolérance,” in Dits et écrits 1954-1988, Daniel Defert and 
François Ewald eds. (Paris, Gallimard, 1994), p. 270-271.  
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During and leading up to the period usually referred to as that of the second Pasolini or 
“secondo Pasolini” of the post-1968 years8, Pasolini saw himself forced to go to what was then still 
called the Third World. In these recently independent and formerly colonial African and Asian 
nations Pasolini could still find fireflies. They had not yet been touched by the physical and 
metonymical air and water pollution brought forth by the advance of neocapitalism at home. 
Toward the end of his life, however, he would realize that his new-found alternative was 
disappearing, that the same structures of global industrial capital he had identified at home in Italy 
were starting to envelop the rest of the world, and that the only avenue left to follow was that of a 
desperate poetics and politics of the unfinished. 
In 1961, in an article for Vie Nuove, Pasolini discussed his new interest in the Third World 
for the first time, specifically with reference to Bandung. For Pasolini, the Italy of the early sixties 
was still a place marked by the same divides that could be outlined between Western colonial 
nations and the so-called Third World. In the Italian case, he was of course thinking of the gap 
between the industrialized North and the rural South. “Bandung is the capital of three quarters of 
the world,” he wrote on the pages of Vie Nuove, “it is also the capital of half of Italy.”9 Pasolini 
seems to be referring here to what has been called the “orientalization” of Italy: as a nation with 
																																																								
8 The periodization of Pasolini’s work in a “first” and “second” Pasolini was proposed by Antonio Tricomi in his 
excellent book on Pasolini’s career as a a poet, novelist, filmmaker, and playwright. See Antonio Tricomi, Sull’opera 
mancata di Pasolini: Un autore irrisolto e il suo laboratorio (Roma: Carocci Editore, 2005). 
 
 
9 Own translation. “Bandung è la capitale di tre quarti del mondo, è la capitale anche di metà Italia,” in Pasolini, 
“Bandung capitale di mezza Italia,” in Le belle bandiere (Trento: l’Unità, 1991), p. 119. 
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little colonial experience apart from the fascist imperial adventure10 and strong internal 
inequalities, Italy—at least it’s southern half—was in a direct dialogue with Bandung.  
In another essay of the same year, written as the preface to an anthology of African poetry 
curated by the Brazilian poet and critic de Andrade, Pasolini dwelled more on his trope of a 
Bandung universalism that included Italy’s Southern half. “The concept Africa,” he wrote in “La 
resistenza negra,” “can best be defined when Africa is identified with the entire world of Bandung, 
of Afro-Asia, which, let’s be clear, begins at Rome’s periphery, includes our South.”11 Pasolini’s 
engagement with Bandung, then, was quintessentially Pasolinian. The Italian sottoproletariato and 
the people he found in India and Africa were for him part of one and the same entity, or to use 
Giovanni Trento’s terminology from his recent book on Pasolini’s Africa, a “Panmeridione.”12  
Bandung would return a few years later in one of Pasolini’s poems, “L’uomo di Bandung,” 
or “Bandung Man” in the English translation by Gordon Brown: 
Davidson ‘Nbiguini is a Kikuyu. 
All that links him to Revi is the line of the Tropics: 
for there is no bond to tie them 
—unless a mind’s eye seeks it out— 
the sons of Aversa, or of Kerala, or of Africa. 
Goodness links Davidson to Revi… the goodness 																																																								
10 Ruth Ben-Ghiat’s work on Italy’s colonial adventure during the fascist years is the central reference here. See 
especially Ruth Ben-Ghiat, Italian Fascism’s Empire Cinema (Bloomington & Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 
2015) and Italian Colonialism (New York: Palgrave, 2005). 
 
 
11 Own translation. “E forse si può definirlo meglio, questo concetto, se si identifica l’Africa con l’intero mondo di 
Bandung, l’Afroasia, che, diaciamolo chiaramente, comincia alla periferia die Roma, comprende il nostro meridione,” 




12 Giovanni Trento, Pasolini e l’Africa, l’Africa di Pasolini: Panmeridionalismo e rappresentazioni dell’Africa 
postcoloniale (Milano: Mimesis, 2010), p. 14. Silvia Mazzini prefers the term “transnational subproletariat.”, in Silvia 
Mazzini, “Pasolini and India: De- and Re-Construction of a Myth”, in Luca de Blasi e.a. ed., The Scandal of Self-
Contradiction: Pasolini’s Multiple Subjectivities, Geographies, Traditions (Vienna & Berlin: Verlag Turia+Kant, 
2012), p. 137-138. Shelleen Greene, on the other hand, interprets Pasolini’s universalist stance on Bandung as part of 
a broader reflection on the idea of the “Global South,” in Shelleen Greene, Equivocal Subjects: Between Italy and 
Africa—Constructions of Racial and National Identity in the Italian Cinema (London: Continuum, 2012), p. 211-252. 
	 67 
of the huts of the Kenyan mountains,  
lost who knows where, in what waters, what sunlight.13 
 
The two characters we encounter here, Davidson and Revi, are characters from two of 
Pasolini’s earlier projects. Davidson is the name of a young African boy, the main character of a 
screenplay for a film that was never shot, Il padre selvaggio (1963); Revi on the other hand is a 
young Indian boy that we encounter for the first time in Pasolini’s Indian travelogue L’odore 
dell’India (1961). In a certain sense, Revi and Davidson are a miniature Bandung. They symbolize 
a universalist, and essentially humanist conference attended here by the odd one out—the Western 
intellectual Pasolini. For Pasolini, the Italian sottoproletariato and the Third World formed a 
single, essentially humanist-universalist continuum of which the idealized male body—the 
“Bandung Man” embodied by the central character Revi in L’odore dell’India and Davidson in Il 
padre selvaggio—was the main locus. 
Pasolini’s Third-Worldist sensibility was of a profoundly Gramscian lineage. Pasolini had 
first encountered Gramsci’s Prison Notebooks in 1949 shortly after the first installment of 
Togliatti’s edition of the Quaderni had been published.14 This reading of Gramsci was highly 
influential for his series of poems that came out over the course of the 1950s, Le ceneri di Gramsci 
or Gramsci’s Ashes, which were published as a collection in 1957. When Pasolini read Gramsci 
and elaborated his reading in what is still considered his poetic masterpiece, he had just been 
expelled from the Italian Communist Party on questionable allegations of sexual encounters with 																																																								
13 Pasolini, “Bandung Man,” tr. Gordon Brown, in The Scandal of Self-Contradiction, p. 283; “Davidson ‘Nbiguini, è 
un kikuyu.// Non lo lega a Revi che la linea dei Tropici:// perché uno non sa dell’altro// —se non nella coscienza di chi 
cerca—// i figli di Aversa, o del Kerala, o dell’Africa.// Lo lega a Revi la bontà… La bontà// delle capanne del Kenia 
montagnoso,// chissà dove perdute, a che acque, a che sole,” in Pasolini, “L’uomo di Bandung,” in Bestemmia: Tutte 
le poesie (Milano: Garzanti, 1993), p. 1774-1775. 
 
 
14 In his biography, Naldini notes that 1949 was also the year Pasolini read Marx’s Capital. See Nico Naldini, Pasolini: 
Una vita (Torino: Einaudi, 1989), p. 131. 
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minors, forced to abandon his Academiuta di lenga furlana—a research institute and school 
dedicated to the study of the Friulian dialect that he had founded in the Northern town of Casarsa 
della Delizia15—and was living with his mother Susanna in Rome. The Pasolini of Le ceneri di 
Gramsci, then, was a quintessentially Roman mind, the writer and cinematographer of the 
sprawling housing developments that dotted the new landscape of the Roman borgate, the poet of 
the children of the urban proletarian classes that he affectionately called “ragazzi di vita.” For the 
Pasolini of the 1950s, these young, popular urban dwellers of the city’s banlieues still represented 
the same radical political potentiality of the Friulian peasantry, a “firefly”-like quality that a decade 
later Pasolini could only find outside of Italy, in the postcolonial world. 
Pasolini had read “Togliatti’s Gramsci,” in the sense that he first encountered the Quaderni 
in the problematic edition published by the leader of the Communist Party. At the same time 
however, his Gramsci was not Togliatti’s from a political and interpretative perspective. Over 
against Togliatti’s consecration and instrumentalization of Gramsci as the “center” of Italian 
political life on the left, Pasolini imagined Gramsci as an outcast, an outsider, a “confinato.” The 
central poem of Le ceneri di Gramsci, which stages the author Pasolini who addresses Gramsci’s 
ashes at Rome’s Cimitero degli Inglesi, is very clear in this respect: 
It’s not May that brings this impure air, 
makes the darkness of the foreign garden 
darker still, or dazzles with the glare 
 
of blind sunbursts… (…) 
Between these old  
walls the autumn May extends 
 
a deathly peace as unloved as our 
destinies. It carries all the grayness 
of the world, the close of a decade where 																																																								
15 On the history of the Academiuta and Pasolini’s deep engagement and own poetical experimentation with the 




we saw our keen, naive attempts 
to remake life end up among the ruins 
and a sodden, sterile silence… (…) 
 
you outlined the ideal that sheds 
its light upon this silence (…) 
 
Only here you see, on foreign ground, may you rest, 
still the outcast [ancora confinato].16  
  
The Italian word confinato poses an important problem of translation. Here translated as 
“outcast,” in its primary, literal meaning the word refers to the historical fascist practice of “il 
confino,” whereby political opponents of the regime and notably openly gay people were banned 
or “confinati.” The confinati were often sent to colonies on islands like the Tremiti or the 
predominantly gay camp of Ustica, where Gramsci himself was held for a brief period.17 The 
Pasolini of the 1950s very much saw himself as an outcast of the Communist Party, repeatedly 
describing himself as a “heretic,” an engaged intellectual on the left shunned by establishment party 
politics. In my view, the “silence” and “grayness” Pasolini describes here, the “grigiore” upon which 
Gramsci had shed his light, can be read as a characterization of unimaginative Italian politics after 
the war. Disillusioned by a party that had expelled him for his sexuality and that was slavishly 
subscribing to a Stalinist ideology, Pasolini thought of Gramsci as a kindred, isolated, but critical 
																																																								
16 Pier Paolo Pasolini, “Gramsci’s Ashes,” in The Selected Poetry of Pier Paolo Pasolini: A Bilingual Edition, tr. Stephen 
Sartarelli (Chicago & London: The University of Chicago Press, 2014), p. 167-168; Non è di Maggio questa impura 
aria// che il buio giardino straniero// fa ancora più buio, o l’abbaglia// con cieche schiarite… (…)// Spande una 
mortale// pace, disamorata come i nostri destini,// tra le vecchie muraglie l’autunnale// Maggio. In esso c’è il grigiore 
del mondo,// la fine del decennio in cui ci appare// tra le macerie finito il profondo// e ingenuo sforzo di rifare la vita;// 
il silenzio, fradicio e infecondo… (…)// delineavi l’ideale che illumina// (…) questo silenzio. Non puoi,// lo vedi?, che 
riposare in qesto sito// estraneo, ancora confinato,” in Pier Paolo Pasolini, “Le ceneri di Gramsci,” in Walter Siti ed., 
Tutte le poesie, vol. 1 (Milano: Mondadori, 2003), p. 815-816. 
 
 
17 For an overview of the “confino” policy during the fascist regime see Camilla Poesio, Il confino fascista: L’arma 
silenziosa del regime (Roma: Laterza, 2011), as well as the forthcoming book on “il confino” by Elizabeth Leake and 
Dana Renga. 
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spirit.18 For Pasolini, Gramsci was a confinato who shared with him a suspicion of entrenched 
power in its manifold manifestations, including on the left of Italy’s political spectrum. 
This critical spirit indebted to Gramsci would stay with Pasolini throughout his life. 
Pasolini continued to define himself as a confinato, as a heretic on the fringes of both Italian society 
at large, and the Italian left in particular. This mistrust of ideological constructs also marked 
Pasolini’s idiosyncratic encounter with the Italian student movement of the late sixties. In his 
essays on the gay rights movement, feminism, and civil rights organizers collected in Scritti corsari 
and Lettere luterani19, Pasolini’s critical position was precisely that of a heretic, a “Lutheran” 
corsaro. Pasolini thought of himself as a tactical thinker in the sense that Michel de Certeau20 has 
given to the term, as a pirate or corsair whose writings challenged the ideological and identitarian 
constructs that were shaping movements to which at heart he belonged.  
In a series of plays, films, and poems which came out in or soon after 1968, Pasolini told 
the tale of a generation of bourgeois sons and daughters rebelling against bourgeois fathers and 
mothers. In Teorema, for instance, the character Pietro plays the part of the gay son of a wealthy 
family of Northern factory owners who commits himself to making experimental artworks as he 
																																																								
18 In his excellent book on Pasolini, Antonio Tricomi notes that Pasolini’s reading of Gramsci was that of Gramsci as 
“un intellettuale segregato dal mondo e un eretico, invece che il padre del Partito comunista,” in Antonio Tricomi, 
Sull’opera mancata di Pasolini: Un autore irrisolto e il suo laboratorio (Roma: Carocci, 2005), p. 146. 
 
 
19 One of the most noted essays from Scritti corsari is “Il coito, l’aborto, la falsa tolleranza del potere, il conformismo 




20 “I call a ‘tactic’ (…) a calculus which cannot count on a ‘proper’ (a spatial or institutional localization), nor thus on 
a borderline distinguishing the other as a visible totality. The place of a tactic belongs to the other. A tactic insinuates 
itself into the other’s place, fragmentarily, without taking it over in its entirety, without being able to keep it at a 
distance,” in Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, tr. Steven Rendall (Berkeley: University of Los Angeles 
Press, 1984), p. xix. 
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struggles with his sexuality—a clear critique of the ambitions of a generation of students whose 
rebellious political claims were characterized by an unawareness of their complicity to industrial 
capital. In his poem “Il PCI ai giovani!!,” on the other hand, Pasolini voiced a more direct critique 
of the violent student protests on Rome’s Viale Gramsci in March of 1968, insisting that he himself 
had “sympathized with the policemen” who were trying to contain the protests “because the police 
are the sons of the poor.”21  
Pasolini explained his controversial standpoint in an “Apologia” that was later published 
alongside the poem in his collection Empirismo Eretico, as one that had grown out of concern for 
what he called the “bourgeois enthropy”22 that surrounded him. In Pasolini’s eyes it had become 
impossible for the new generation of engaged intellectuals that was taking center stage in 1968 “to 
look at the bourgeoisie through the gaze of another social class” as his generation had done 
because, he argued, “the bourgeoisie is triumphant, it is making workers on the one hand, and 
formerly colonial peasants on the other, into bourgeois.”23 This was the so-called “secondo 
Pasolini” of the late sixties and early seventies, a highly pessimistic Pasolini who was losing faith in 
the radical political potentiality of what he so lovingly had called the “fireflies.”  
																																																								
21 Own translation. “io simpatizzavo coi poliziotti! Perché i poliziotti sono figli di poveri,” in Pasolini, “Il Pci ai giovani!! 
(Appunti in versi per una poesia in prosa seguiti da un’ ‘Apologia’,” in Walter Siti & Silvia de Laude eds., Saggi sulla 
letteratura e sull’arte, vol. 1 (Milano: Mondadori, 1999), p. 1440. 
 
 
22 Own translation. “entropia borghese,” in Saggi sulla letteratura e sull’arte, vol. 1, p. 1448.  
 
 
23 Own translation. “Per un giovane di oggi (…) è molto difficile guardare la borghesia oggettivamente attraverso lo 
sguardo di un’altra classe sociale. Perché la borghesia sta trionfando, sta rendendo borghesi gli operai, da una parte, e 
i contadini ex coloniali, dall’altra,” in Saggi sulla letteratura e sull’arte, vol. 1, p. 1448. 
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Gramsci would stay a constant reference and inspiration for Pasolini up until his last years. 
Gramsci shared with Pasolini a deep commitment to education24 and a mistrust of the kind of 
universality-building that was based on an overt assumption of translatability. Pasolini knew, as 
he wrote in an essay on Gramsci’s language later included in his Empirismo eretico, that “in his 
writings, Gramsci (…) resorted to a ‘spoken’ Italian,”25 that the fragility of Gramsci’s writing always 
already curbed its translatability. In “Il Pci ai giovani!!,” then, we see a less hopeful Pasolini than 
the Pasolini of Le ceneri di Gramsci, though the Gramscian ideal of class mobility through deep 
language learning and an education rooted in the humanities can still be detected between the 
lines. Workers such as policemen, writes Pasolini in “Il Pci ai giovani!!,” are still living in the decade 
of the Ceneri di Gramsci, “they have remained in 1950 and before.” Unlike the students, Pasolini 
continues, “they do not speak either French or English, and only a poor someone, at night, in his 
cell, has given himself the task of learning a bit of Russian.”26 To a certain extent these verses can 
be read, then, as a veiled reference to Gramsci’s personal commitment to class mobility through 
education. Class difference, of which for Pasolini and Gramsci alike language learning was a 
																																																								
24 For Pasolini the question of education—as we have seen in our earlier discussion of his unfinished screenplay Il 
padre selvaggio—was a returning trope. In his book on Pasolini’s “paideia,” Enzo Golino has not failed to notice the 
Gramscian foundations of this commitment to education: “È nel nome di Gramsci, dunque, che la figura 
dell’educatore quale è Pasolini sperimenta nei confronti dell’individuo e nel corpo collettivo del paese le sue 
contraddizioni, la sua dialettica, il suo pensiero negativo, il suo empirismo eretico,” in Enzo Golino, Pasolini, il sogno 
di una cosa: Pedagogia, eros, letteratura dal mito del popolo alla società di massa (Bologna: Il Mulino, 1985), p. 18. 
 
 
25 Pasolini, “Gramsci’s Language,” in Anne Showstack Sassoon ed., Approaches to Gramsci (London: Writers and 
Readers, 1982), p. 184; “Scrivendo, Gramsci usava certamente un italiano molto ‘parlato’,” in Pier Paolo Pasolini, “Dal 
laboratorio,” in Saggi sulla letteratura e sull’arte, vol. 1, p. 1311. 
 
 
26 Own translation. “Gli operai, loro,// sono rimasti al 1950 e più indietro.// (…) Sarà che gli operai non parlano né il 
francese né l’inglese,// e solo qualcuno, poveretto, la sera, in cellula,// si è dato da fare per imparare un po’ di russo,” 
in Saggi sulla letteratura e sull’arte, vol. 1, p. 1443. 
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marker, had not entirely gone away in other words. It was just becoming increasingly difficult to 
spot, ever harder to turn around. 
 It was this increasingly disillusioned Pasolini who in 1968 set out to work on his most 
ambitious Third-Worldist project, titled Appunti per un poema sul terzo mondo, or “Notes toward 
a Third World Epic.” The film series, which initially would consist of five episodes set in different 
places around the world, was envisioned as a series of documentaries in the style of 
cinematographic notes or drafts, “appunti” in the Italian. Like his contemporaneous novel project, 
the posthumously published Petrolio, the notes were mere indications of an imaginary finished 
work, sketches for a final product that would never be realized, or to use Alain Badiou’s 
terminology in his introduction to Pasolini’s unfinished screenplay Saint Paul, a “sacrificial 
manifesto of (…) the seeming impossibility of its effectuation.”27 
 If Pasolini, who was murdered in 1975, only ever completed two of his planned series of five 
films on the Third World—one on Africa and one on India—his notebooks of the time give us an 
idea of the scope and the magnitude of the project, which was to include a plethora of Third-
Worldist motifs. As Pasolini’s writing shows, his engagement with the Third World was that of an 
informed intellectual engaged with the major debates of his time, referring as he does to Sartre and 
Fanon, Malcolm X, Stokely Carmichael and “other leaders of Black Power,” Gandhi, Castro, Che 
Guevara, and even Obi Egbuna: 
The episode shot in India will have the theme of a developing preindustrial world (…). The episode in 
Africa will have the specific theme of the relation between “white” culture (…) and “colored,” that is 
archaic, popular, preindustrial, and pre-bourgeois culture (…). The episode in the Arab countries will 
be themed on “nationalism,” (…), a nationalism that brings forth war: just war (in the case of the 
Algerian independence struggle waged against the French) or unjust war (in the case of the war (…) 
between Palestine and Israel). The episode in South America will have the theme of “guerilla” (…), a 
conflict between orthodox Marxism and Castrism. The fifth episode, the one in the ghettos of North 																																																								
27 Alain Badiou, in Pier Paolo Pasolini, Saint Paul: A Screenplay, tr. Elizabeth Castelli (London & New York: Verso, 
2014), p. XI. 
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America, will concern (…) exclusion and self-exclusion as two equally as dramatic moments of racism 
(…). All these themes are already within the consciousness of many minorities, through the testimonies 
and writings of the most diverse of writers, from Sartre and Fanon to Obi Egbuna and Carmichael.28 
 
In his first completed episode of the series, Appunti per un’Orestiade africana (1970), 
Pasolini made direct connections between the Third World—in this case, Africa—and Black 
America. For Pasolini, the universalist Third World continuum represented by “Bandung Man” 
included the United States. “The Black problem [in America]”, Pasolini wrote in an article written 
immediately after the 1966 trip, “is a Third World problem.”29 In Pasolini’s eyes, the black ghettos 
of America, the slums of Black Africa, the streets of Delhi, and the Friulian countryside evoked one 
and the same phenomenon. In a sense, Pasolini was in line with African-American leaders like 
Robert Williams, who had sought the solidarity of the Non-Aligment Movement in their struggle 
for Civil Rights.30 Pasolini had indeed traveled to New York in 1966 and 1969, and his interactions 
																																																								
28 Own translation: “L’episodio girato in India avrà come temi i temi di quel mondo preindustriale già in sviluppo (…). 
L’episodio girato in Africa avrà come tema specifico il rapporto tra la cultura “bianca” (…) e la cultura “di colore”, 
cioè arcaica, popolare, preindustriale e preborghese (…). L’episodio girato nei paesi arabi avrà come tema specifico il 
“nazionalismo” (…). Nazionalismo che porta alla Guerra: giusta (nel caso della guerra d’indipendenza combattuta 
dagli algerini contro i francesi) o ingiusta (nel caso della guerra (…) tra la RAU e Israele). L’episodio girato 
nell’America del Sud ha come tema specifico la “guerriglia” (…), un conflitto tra il marxismo ortodosso e il castrismo. 
Il quinto episodio, quello ambientato nei ghetto del Nord-America, riguarda (…) l’esclusione e l’autoesclusione come 
due momenti ugualmente drammatici del razzismo (…). Tutti questi temi sono già nelle coscienza di molte minoranze 
attreverso le testimonianze e le opere dei pù diversi scrittori, da Sartre a Fanon, da Obi Egbuna a Carmichael ecc. ecc.” 
in Pasolini, “Appunti per un poema sul Terzo Mondo,” in Walter Siti ed., Per il cinema, vol. 2 (Milano: Mondadori, 
2001), p. 2679-80. 
 
 
29 Pasolini, “Civil War,” in Jack Hirschman ed., In Danger: A Pasolini Anthology (San Francisco: City Lights, 2010), 
p. 19. “Il problema negro (…) è un problema del Terzo Mondo,” in Pasolini, “Guerra civile,” in Saggi sulla letteratura 
e sull’arte, vol. 1., Walter Siti e.a. eds. (Milan: Mondadori, 1999. p. 1433. 
 
 
30 See the chapter “Transnational Correspondence: Robert F. Williams, Detroit, and the Bandung Era,” in Bill Mullen, 
Afro-Orientalism (London & Minneapolis: University of Minneapolis Press, 2004), p. 73-111. 
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with the nascent student and Civil Rights movements while he was there had deeply impressed 
him.31  
The Orestiade africana was  shot on location in Uganda and Tanzania, and was envisioned 
as an adaptation of Aeschylus’ Oresteia.32 In a lengthy interlude, Pasolini shows over twelve 
minutes of funky jazz in a dark Roman basement, with the well-known African-American dancer 
Archie Savage as one of the band’s singers. Pasolini tells his viewer that the African-American 
origins of jazz make this band ideal for the role of the chorus in his future adaptation of Aeschylus’ 
Agamemnon—a clin d’oeil in other words to the ancient, mythical, even pre-historic qualities 
ascribed by Pasolini to the Third World.33 
 
                                              Figs. 1-2 Pier Paolo Pasolini, Appunti per un'Orestiade africana (1971), film stills 																																																								
31 While in New York, Pasolini met with members of the radical black movement, and engaged with the underground 
literary scene. These meetings resulted in a brief correspondence with Allen Ginsberg in 1967 (see Pasolini, letter to 
Ginsberg, Lettere 1955-1975 (Torino: Einaudi, 1988), p. 631) and a prolonged collaboration with Judith Malina and 
Julian Beck of the Living Theater. See Pieter Vanhove, “Gray Mornings of Tolerance: Pasolini’s Calderón and the 
Living Theatre of New York (1966-1969),” Studi pasoliniani 5 (2011), p. 31-46. Ara Merjian has recently uncovered a 
series of portraits of Pasolini by Richard Avedon which were taken during one of his New York visits. See Ara H. 
Merjian, “Everything is About to Begin,” Art in America, December 2016, p. 81. 
 
 
32 Giovanni Trento reminds us that for Pasolini there was a clear parallel between the archetypes of classical Greek 
myth and the new myths of postcolonial Africa. See Trento, L’Africa di Pasolini, p. 206 et passim. 
 
 
33 Manuele Gragnolati, in a recent article on the Orestiade africana, reminds us that the text of the 12-minute 
performance is that of Cassandra’s dream in that first installment of Aeschylus’ trilogy. See Manuele Gragnolati, 
“Analogy and Difference: Multistable Figures in Pasolini’s Appunti per un’Orestiade Africana,” in The Scandal of Self-
Contradiction, p. 119-134.  
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The documentary opens on the streets of an unspecified African city, described by Pasolini 
as the capital of a “filo-cinese” African nation touched by the spirit of Bandung, as illustrated by 
the pro-China propaganda materials he finds on the streets. China, it turns out, would have a 
presence throughout the documentary. Towards the end of the film we meet the main character of 
Orestes as he undergoes a metamorphosis. He turns into—to use an old Belgian colonial term—
évolué, an educated colonial subject that sets out on a pilgrimage to what Pasolini calls the “temple 
of Apollo,” the newly constructed university of Dar-es-Salaam. The modernist university campus, 
Pasolini shows, was funded by a Bandung-era grant from the People’s Republic. As an example of 
utopian modernism, the university complex in Pasolini’s film was in a direct dialogue with the 
architectural ideals of the Bandung Conference. Building a new university in a postcolonial African 
nation with Chinese funding was a bold “postcolonial act” that symbolized the embrace of a new, 
independent African future. 
China’s involvement, as a self-declared Third World nation, with the other “filo-cinesi” non-
aligned nations of the Bandung Conference was essentially one based on large construction 
projects executed by immigrant Chinese laborers in exchange for direct access to natural 
resources—an approach to so-called humanitarian aid that China has been turning into a reality 
in Africa to this very day. It was an approach Pasolini clearly deplored. Pasolini would return to 
this question in his later filmic appeal to UNESCO, Le mura di Sana’a (1971). The film features a 
number of scenes of Chinese migrant laborers building a road through the Yemenite desert which, 
Pasolini warns, will bring with it the inevitable destruction of an important world heritage site. 
Along with the bodies of these Chinese workers, shots of Chinese canned foods and a monument 
with Chinese inscriptions erected to commemorate the building of the road, signal the significance 
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of China’s presence in Africa. Pasolini’s understanding of China’s engagement with the Third 




























                                                Figs. 3-5: Pier Paolo Pasolini, Le mura di Sana’a (1971), film stills  
 
In the last section of the documentary, Pasolini compares the Chinese construction projects 
in Sana’a to the destruction brought to the Italian town of Orte.34 A city like Orte, much like Sana’a, 
had symbolized in Pasolini’s eyes an uncorrupted remnant from the past that could offer refuge 
amid the onslaught of global capital. The Chinese road with its construction workers and consumer 
products that had so suddenly arrived in Yemen, then, was for Pasolini to be located on the exact 
same wavelength as the modern apartment buildings that were polluting the views of Medieval 
Orte. If they originated from two completely opposed sides of Cold War geopolitics and 
																																																								
34 The scenes would return in his 1974 documentary The Form of the City (La forma della città). 
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represented antithetical claims to universality, it was precisely their shared disrespect of 
untranslatable cultural difference that Pasolini wanted to highlight. 
Pasolini’s more pessimistic tenor in Le mura di Sana’a found its equivalent in the prose he 
used for his contemporaneous piece “L’abiura dalla Trilogia della vita.” In this well-known article, 
Pasolini explicitly distanced himself from his utopian celebration of subproletarian life in his 
popular “Trilogy of Life” film series of the early seventies.35 The film series captured audiences 
worldwide with its exuberant ode to the medieval European and Third-Worldist body. 
Throughout Pasolini’s early career, from the Friulian poems of his youth in Casarsa to his Roman 
neorealist films and novels, to his ulterior escapades in the non-West, the subprolerarian body had 
represented a potentiality, a catalyst for revolutionary change, and a locus of resistance against the 
expansion of consumerism and industrial capitalism. A film like Il Decameron celebrated this 
mostly southern Italian body in what Pasolini repeatedly called its “pre-historic” or pre-capitalist 
perfection, whereas his later Il fiore delle mille e una notte—which was shot on location in Yemen, 
Nepal, and Eritrea—memorialized an ideal non-Western corporality.  
The so-called “second Pasolini” of the late sixties was increasingly doubtful about the 
potential of the subproletarian body as a locus of resistance. With the onset of Italy’s economic 
miracle of the fifties and sixties, the advent of consumer society, and the regime of “false tolerance” 
and permissivity it brought with it, the ideal of the uncontaminated subproletrariat was 
increasingly becoming a rarity. Similarly, in the postcolonial world, a thirst for self-confident 
economic development and rapid industrialization was making it evermore difficult to still find 
																																																								
35 The films of the “Trilogia” include Il Decameron (1970), I racconti di Canterbury (1972), and  Il fiore delle mille e 
una notte (1974). For an excellent discussion of the Trilogia see Patrick Rumble, Allegories of Contamination: Pier 
Paolo Pasolini’s Trilogy of Life, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1996). 
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residual pockets. “If now the young people of the Roman subproletariat, whom I projected in the 
old, resistant Naples and later in the poor countries of the Third World” Pasolini wrote 
emphatically in his “Abiura,” “have been reduced to human garbage, it means that back then they 
already had that potential.”36 
If the documentaries and the “Abiura” hint to a more pessimistic Pasolini, in the earlier 
travelogue L’odore dell’India (1962) we still find an intellectual enthused by the promise of the 
Third World. Pasolini does indeed describe scenes of Bandung-era cultural diplomacy, though he 
avoids direct political commentary. Yuguslavian delegates at a reception at the Cuban embassy on 
the occasion of the second anniversary of the Cuban revolution, for instance, are described as “all 
with their glass of whisky in their hand, all lined up as on a print, indulging in a pleasant babble of 
conversation amidst the rather cold spring air,”37  a young bourgeois Indian intellectual as “clothed 
in the European style, curiously ugly, who laughs with the voice of a crackling grammophone,”38 
and finally the mysterious quality of the whole country that was India in Pasolini’s eyes, as a “rebus, 
in which one can arrive at the top with patience.”39 
																																																								
36 Own translation: “I giovani e i ragazzi del sottoproletariato romano – che sono poi quelli che io ho proiettato nella 
vecchia e resistente Napoli, e poi nei paesi poveri del Terzo Mondo – se ora sono immondizia umana, vuol dire che 
anche allora potenzialmente lo erano,” in Pasolini  “Abiura dalla Trilogia della vita,” in Lettere luterane, Saggi sulla 
politca e sulla società, p. 601. 
 
 
37 Pier Paolo Pasolini, The Scent of India, tr. David Price (London: Olive Press, 1984), p. 21. “Tutti col loro bicchiere 
di whisky in mano, schierati come in una stampa, in un affabile cicaleccio, nell’aria di primavera un po’ gelida”, in Pier 
Paolo Pasolini, L’odore dell’India (Parma: Ugo Guanda, 1990), p. 23. 
 
 
38 The Scent of India, p. 67; “vestita all’europea, stranamente bruttina, che ride con la voce di un cattivo grammofono,” 
in L’odore dell’India, p. 66. 
 
 




What is most striking about L’odore dell’India, however, is Pasolini’s return to his 
idiosyncratic trope of the universalist continuum between Revi and Davidson in his “Bandung 
Man” poem. Descriptions of beautiful Indian boys and scenes are often rendered metaphorically 
by contrasting them with what in Pasolini’s eyes would be their Italian equivalent. A muslim boy 
seeking his fortune in Bombay is compared to a “Calabrian boy” who has just arrived in Rome, “in 
a city where he knows no one, doesn’t have a house, must arrange a bed just as it happens, and eat 
when he can.”40 The streets of India are metaphorized as the “outskirts of Rome,”41 the aimless 
roaming around of homeless Indian boys is “a little bit as one sees at Naples.”42 In Pasolini’s mind, 
the Friulian peasant boys, the Roman ragazzi di vita, Neapolitan streetkids like his character 
Gennariello, and the boys he meets in India were all part of the same universally found species: 
fireflies. 
In an interview with Renzo Paris reprinted at the end of L’odore dell’India, Pasolini’s travel 
companion Moravia briefly elaborated on the differences between himself and Pasolini when it 
came to the Third World. While for the Pasolini of the early sixties the Third World still 
constituted a safe haven untouched by industrialization and consumerism, Moravia maintained 
that “the Third World will disappear, it is not yet enough industrialized and consumerist.”43 The 
																																																								
40 The Scent of India, p. 17; “in una città dove non ha nessuno, dove non ha casa, e deve arrangiarsi a dormire come 
capita, a mangiare quando può,” in L’odore dell’India, p. 17. 
 
 
41 The Scent of India, p. 22; “periferia romana,” in L’odore dell’India, p. 25.  
 
 
42 The Scent of India, p. 27; “un po’ come si vede a Napoli,” in L’odore dell’India, p. 31.  
 
 
43 “il Terzo Mondo scomparirà e che non è abbastanza industrializzato e consumistico,” in “L’Esperienza dell’India: 
Un’intervista di Renzo Paris ad Alberto Moravia,” in Pier Paolo Pasolini, L’odore dell’India (Parma: Ugo Guanda 
Editore, 1990), p. 113-114. 
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fireflies of the Third World were of no interest to Moravia. What was needed, in his view, was the 
sort of modernization propagated by countries like China, rather than the conservation of what 
Raymond Williams with a fortunate term has called “residual” culture.44 It was precisely this 
residue of the Third World, its pre-historicity that resonated with Pasolini. 
Moravia’s own collection of articles on the India trip, Un’idea dell’India, is erudite, well 
researched, at times even a trifle didactic in nature. Religion is one of the recurring themes, as are 
politics. A lengthy section of the book is dedicated to a discussion of his visit with Prime Minister 
Nehru, whom Moravia describes as an intellectual with an “Hamlet-like, artistocratic objectivity.”45 
Among the topics discussed during this scene of Bandung-era cultural diplomacy, were 
overpopulation, the question of refugees, but also the more than problematic relation between 
India—a democracy with strong ties to its former colonizer—and China’s communist regime. As 
such, Moravia’s account of his visit with Nehru and the India trip in general was clearly more 
colored by the explicit politics of Bandung than Pasolini’s. 
 On the other end of Pasolini’s early Third-Worldist continuum was his screenplay Il padre 
selvaggio (1962), a film project on Africa that never came to fruition. The film was to be set in a 
fictionalized version of the Nigerian town of Kado, and tells the story of a white teacher—an alter 
ego of Pasolini, who had been a teacher in the Friuli of his youth—and his bright student, 
Davidson, whom we recognize from the “Bandung Man” poem. Davidson’s story is a coming of 
age tale of a young African boy growing up in the confusing reality of postcolonial Africa, just a 
																																																								
44 Raymond Williams, “Dominant, Residual, and Emergent,” in Marxism and Literature (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1977), p. 121-127. 
 
 
45 Own translation. “amletica e aristocratica obbiettività,” in Alberto Moravia, Un’idea dell’India (Milano: Bompiani, 
1962), p. 37. 
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few years after independence. Davidson is depicted as a budding intellectual, activist, and writer. 
Ironically, it is the white teacher in Pasolini’s screenplay who first introduces contemporary 
African literature to Davidson and his ingenuous classmates. Together they read “the work of a 
contemporary black poet (Senghor, for example, or De Andrade).”46 The scene should be read, 
then, as a distant echo of Pasolini’s own critical writing on the writers of the négritude movement—
including the Sierra Leonean poet Davidson Nicol—in his preface to Mário de Andrade’s 
anthology of African poetry.47 
In the scenes that follow, Davidson decides to form a Cultural Association reminiscent of 
Bandung-era writer’s unions. A first debate is organized with the question of “Bandung and 
illiteracy” as the main points of discussion.48 Dreams of hope-inspiring collaboration are violently 
interrupted, however, by a group of soldiers who drive a jeep through the town as they coldly 
assassinate one of their opponents. The teacher then proceeds to tell the students about “the ‘real’ 
African condition” through a discussion of “the horrendous epopeia of the Congo.”49 It is a scene, 
																																																								
46 Pasolini, The Savage Father, tr. Pasquale Verdicchio (Toronto: Guernica, 1999), p. 9; “la poesia di un poeta negro 
moderno (Senghor, ad esempio, o De Andrade),” in Pasolini, Il padre selvaggio, in Walter Siti & Franco Zabagli eds., 
Per il cinema (Milano: Mondadori, 2001), p. 272.  
 
 
47 Pasolini, “La resistenza negra,” p. 2352-3. Another returning trope of négritude in the screenplay is that of the “cubist 
pallet,” (Pasolini, The Savage Father, p. 14; “tavolozza cubista,” in Pasolini, Il padre selvaggio, p. 281) a term Pasolini 
borrowed from the lusophone African poet Francisco José Tenreiro, also discussed in his preface to Andrade’s 
anthology. For a discussion of Pasolini’s use of Tenreiro’s trope in conjunction with Picasso’s so-called “African 
period,” see Peter Kammerer, “Pasolini e l’Africa degli anni ’60,” Altronovecento 25 (2014), online. 
 
 
48 Pasolini, The Savage Father, p. 22; “Bandung. L’analfabetismo,” in Pasolini, Il padre selvaggio, p. 286. 
 
 
49 Pasolini, The Savage Father, p. 24-25; “la ‘reale’ condizione africana”// “l’orrenda epopea del Congo,” in Pasolini, Il 
padre selvaggio, p. 288. 
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in other words, that recalls the murder of the Congolese politician Patrice Lumumba, a scene 
Pasolini had already evoked in his documentary of the same year, La Rabbia. 
The universalism inherent to Pasolini’s “Bandung Man” would return in his landmark 
poem Profezia (1964). Significantly, the poem was dedicated to Jean-Paul Sartre, who had already 
featured as a potential reference in Pasolini’s outline for his Appunti per un poema sul Terzo 
Mondo project. Pasolini had met Sartre just a year earlier at the Notre Dame Cathedral on the 
occasion of the Parisian release of Pasolini’s Vangelo secondo Matteo. In an article for L’Unità, 
Maria Antonietta Macciocchi transcribed the  debate between Pasolini and Sartre. “I dedicated a 
poem to you, Sartre,” Pasolini told his counterpart, “Alì dagli occhi azzurri, based on a story you 
told me in Rome about an Algerian prostitute, enslaved by an exploiter, a Frenchman, a 
European.”50   
Pasolini is of course referring to what would become his dedication to Sartre in Profezia, 
since he never published a poem by the title of “Alì dagli occhi azzurri.” The story of “Alì Blue-
Eyes” was a returning trope for Pasolini, though never the title of a story or poem. In 1965 Pasolini 
did use “Alì dagli occhi azzurri” as the title for a collection of his early screenplays, short stories, 
and essays. One of the most notable short stories in that collection is “Rital e Riton,” which tells of 
the sexual escapades of a young Algerian boy in the banlieues of Paris. The story can be read as 
reminiscent of Sartre’s anecdote of the Algerian prostitute. In the afterword to this collection, 
Pasolini also included a poem in which his favorite actor and longtime lover Ninetto Davoli returns 
to the question of North African immigrants in Italy, raised by Pasolini in his Profezia poem a year 
																																																								
50 Own translation: “Ho dedicato a lei, Sartre, una poesia, “Alì dagli occhi azzurri”, sulla base di un racconto che lei mi 
fece a Roma, quando mi descrisse la storia di una ragazza algerina, una prostituta, schiava di uno sfruttatore, un 
francese, un europeo,” in Maria Antonietta Macciocchi, “Cristo e il marxismo,” L’Unità, December 22, 1964, p. 3. 
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before. “The Persians,” exclaims a fictive Ninetto in verse, “are amassed at the borders, but millions 
of them have already peacefully immigrated, and are here, at the terminus of lines 12, 13, and 409 
of the S.T.F.E.R. trams. (…) Their leader is called Alì dagli Occhi Azzurri.”51  
In Profezia, Pasolini reiterated the story of the boy “Alì with the blue eyes.” Pasolini not 
only draws a direct parallel between Africa and rural Calabria, he even goes as far as making an 
uncanny prediction of future immigration waves. “Alì with the blue eyes,” Pasolini writes, “will 
come down from Algeria, on sail boats and row boats. With him there will be thousands of men 
with tiny bodies and the eyes of the poor dogs of their fathers. (…) They will bring their 
grandmothers and their donkeys, on triremes stolen in colonial ports.”52 These newly arrived 
immigrants, Pasolini argues, will resuscitate the blandness of modern life in Calabria, where “the 
time of television” had solidly settled. Their arrival is hailed in other words as salutary, as a breath 
of fresh air for the fireflies whose survival was increasingly threatened on Pasolini’s side of the 
Mediterranean. 
Seven years after the first India trip with Moravia, a progressively pessimistic Pasolini 
travelled to India again to shoot Appunti per un film sull’India, the last of the completed 
documentaries of the Appunti per un poema sul terzo mondo series. The documentary gives the 
viewer an image of an untouched, pure Third World that undergoes a metamorphosis, a formerly 
utopian space that is slowly transformed into a dystopia. Pasolini suggests that modernization and 
																																																								
51 Own translation. “I Persiani, dice, si ammassano alle frontiere.// Ma millioni e millioni di essi sono già 
pacificamente// immigrati// sono qui, capolinea del 12, del 13, del 409, dei// tranvetti// della Stefer. (…)// Il loro capo 
si chiama:// Alì dagli Occhi Azzurri,” in Pasolini, “Avvertenza,” Alì dagli occhi azzurri, in Walter Siti and Silvia De 
Laude eds., Romanzi e racconti, vol. 2 (Milano: Mondadori, 1998), p. 890. 
 
 
52 Own translation: “Alì dagli Occhi Azzurri// uno dei tanti figli di figli,// scenderà da Algeri, su navi// a vela e a remi. 
Saranno// con lui miglaia di uomini// coi corpicini di poveri cani dei padri// (…) Porteranno le nonne e gli asini, sulle 
triremi rubate ai porti coloniali.” in Pier Paolo Pasolini, “Profezia”, Bestemmia (1993), p. 697. 
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industrial development, both the results of late colonization, are at the heart of the disappearance 
of the fireflies beyond Italy. The Third World is no longer, as it had been before 1968, an untouched 
utopian space that can provide an alternative to the engaged intellectual. The universalism inherent 
to the ideals of Bandung seemed no longer viable.  
Particularly telling is the scene of his encounter with a local official concerned with dahlit 
or untouchable rights, who takes Pasolini on a “hunt for an untouchable” after a discussion of the 
problem of overpopulation and the recently voted sterilization law. “Eccolo!”, or “There he is!”, 
Pasolini exclaims when they finally find one, only to immediately ask this boy whether or not he 
believes he could one day be President of an independent India. To which the boy enthusiastically 
replies in the affirmative. The firefly cocoon constructed by Pasolini had become asphyxiating—
the boy was dreaming of a future access to the structures of upward mobility offered by the modern, 
democratic nation state. 
In the shots that follow, Pasolini takes his viewer to the rural village of Bhavati, which, it 
turns out, is not far away from a Fiat-Dodge car factory. The India we encounter here, the India of 
the late sixties, a self-confident postcolonial nation that was embracing modernity, Western 
democracy, and capitalism, was in Pasolini’s eyes doomed to become equally as polluted as Italy, 
equally as unlikely to still provide an environment where fireflies could thrive. Perhaps, Pasolini 
seems to suggest, the competing universalities at stake in Bandung, Italian Third-Worldism, and 
their concurrent conceptions of World Literature, were no longer competing. Perhaps, “Bandung 










   
   
Toward the end of L’odore dell’India, Pasolini describes the reason for their visit: the 
Tagore conference with which I began this chapter. Once again, Tagore is compared to his Italian 
equivalent. For Pasolini, he is “little more than a dialect poet: a Barbarini or a Pascarella to be 
frank.”53 Strikingly, Pasolini—who had become famous in Italy for his early poems in Friulian 
dialect—was quite unimpressed with Tagore, the symbol of the new kind of World Literature that 
Indian intellectuals, writers, and artists were imagining in the wake of the Bandung Conference. 
The Indian participants of the conference were seen by Pasolini as subscribing to a “profound 
conformism.”54 They are depicted as uncritical admirers of Moravia, whose work they had 
encountered to the many Penguin Books translations that “have made Moravia as famous in India 
as in Italy,”55 as innocent subscribers to a problematic notion of translatability at the heart of a still 
Eurocentric World Literature. 
																																																								
53 The Scent of India, p. 73; “poco più che un poeta dialettale: un Barbarini o un Pascarella, per intenderci,” in L’odore 
dell’India, p. 85.  
 
 
54 The Scent of India, p. 74; “profondo conformismo,” in L’odore dell’India, p. 87.  
 
 
55 The Scent of India, p. 88; “hanno reso celebre Moravia in India come in Italia,” in L’odore dell’India, p. 103. 
Fig. 6 Pasolini, Appunti per un film sull'India, film still 
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 “Internationalism is a noble ideal,” remarked the noted Marxist critic and philosopher 
Isaiah Berlin in his speech at the Tagore conference, “but it can be achieved only when each link 
in the chain is strong enough to bear the required tension. (…) Unity must be a unity of equals, or 
at least of the not too unequal.”56 Celebrating Tagore in the India of 1960 under the auspices of 
PEN International meant rewriting an entrenched notion of translation, World Literature and, by 
extension, universality. The two Italian writers and friends present at the Tagore Conference were 
both convinced that the competing universality that was being imagined in places like Africa, 
China, or India at the time was an important one. At the same time, they realized that in the face 
of nascent global capital this newly imagined universality was increasingly unable to fight on equal 
terms.  
An original thinker like Pasolini knew, as I elaborate further in the next chapter, that a 
radically new type of universality’s only chance of survival was a relentless critique of its 
translatability, a commitment to the cultural difference that lurks behind the untranslatable. 
Pasolini was perhaps not as complicit to the expansionist agenda of an organization like PEN 
International as his friend and travel companion Moravia had been. As an engaged writer and 
intellectual he had, nevertheless, been equally as fascinated by the potential of the radical new types 
of universality that were being imagined in the postcolonial world after Bandung. At the same time 
he knew that any attempt of universality-building runs the risk of becoming all too easily 
translatable. If the fireflies of the postcolonial world were to survive, what needed to be cherished 
was precisely their untranslatability, their position outside of the logic of the universalizable.  
 
																																																								
56 Isaiah Berlin, “Rabindranath Tagore and the Consciousness of Nationality,” in Henry Hardy ed., The Sense of 
Reality: Studies in Ideas and their History (New York: Farrar, Strauss, and Giroux, 1996), p. 264. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
“Forme cinesi”: Gramsci’s Translatability in Italian Maoism 
 
Much like Pier Paolo Pasolini’s unfinished Third-Worldist documentaries, Antonio 
Gramsci’s prison writings were notes to self, fragments of a book to be written. In one of these 
fragments Gramsci had envisioned a state infrastructure of public schools. Gramsci’s ideal school, 
the “scuola unitaria” or “common,” unitarian school1, was to foster creativity from an early age 
through a non-traditional education rooted in the humanities. These new schools would teach its 
students, Gramsci wrote in his notes on education, how to unravel the “forme cinesi” into which 
social differences are “crystallized.”2  
Gramsci’s phrase poses a problem of translation that brings us to the core of his intellectual 
project. “Forme cinesi” is here best translated–-as opposed to Hoare & Smith’s “Chinese 
complexities”—as either “Chinese shadow plays,” “Chinese tangram puzzles,” or even “Chinese 
characters.”3 Operating as metaphors for the social fabric under capital, where inequalities are 
rendered cryptic and indecipherable, Gramsci’s “forme cinesi” call for a popular education solidly 
embedded in deep language learning, an education that enables its students to decipher the secrets 
of capital, an education ultimately that teaches how to put these secrets to work. As an 
																																																								
1 Antonio Gramsci, Quaderno 12§1, in Quaderni del carcere (Torino: Einaudi, 1977), vol. 3, p. 1534; Selections from 
the Prison Notebooks, tr. Quentin Hoare & Geoffrey Nowell-Smith (New York: International Publishers, 1972), p. 29. 
 
 
2 Joseph Buttigieg’s translation of this notebook has not been published yet. See Gramsci, Selections from the Prison 
Notebooks, p. 40; Quaderno 12§2, in Quaderni del carcere, vol. 3, p. 1547. 
 
 
3 I thank Professor Nadia Urbinati for suggesting these possible translations at a colloquium on Gramsci organized by 
the Columbia Seminar in Modern Italian Studies on March 27, 2015. 
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untranslatable at the heart of Gramsci’s critique of translatability, “forme cinesi” envisions, I argue 
in this chapter, a different type of universality, an alternative conception of the world. 
 Gramsci’s “Chinese shadow plays” would haunt the Italian left throughout the twentieth 
century and beyond. The Prison Notebooks and his other writings captured the imagination of both 
establishment Communist Party politicians and generations of intellectuals and artists on the 
extraparliamentary left’s fringes. In the midst of these debates in Italy’s political post-War, 
Gramsci’s thought also left a hitherto little studied mark on Italian Third-Worldism and Italian 
Maoism. In the Italian context Gramsci was not just a crucial reference when it came to thinking 
and writing postcoloniality. In many ways Gramsci can also be read as an ever-returning reference 
in the Italian reception of China’s role in both the aftermath of the Bandung Conference and the 
history of anti-imperialism during the Cold War. The Italian engagement with the alternative 
universality imagined at Bandung and put into practice in China’s postwar cultural diplomacy, 
then, is colored by Gramsci’s idiosyncratic understanding of colonialism, translatability, and 
ultimately the broader question of universality.  
“The Southern Question” was perhaps Gramsci’s most Foucaldian moment, the central 
locus of the descriptive, historical mode of his thought, analyzing as he does the discursive 
structures undergirding the North’s, and by extension capital’s, hold on the South. Gramsci 
however tends to transgress historiography, often from within that very mode. His notes on 
education and the subaltern intellectual is where this transgressive mode comes most clearly to the 
fore. In these notes, located in the much later Notebook 12, Gramsci took a stance against the kind 
of “interested” vocational training for a specific industrial task as imagined by the fascist riforma 
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Gentile4 of 1923. He believed it transfixed the subalterni in a carefully assigned spot in society from 
where he or she could not move. For Gramsci, the work to be done was the work of training minds 
and bodies that could undo the cryptic structures behind, for instance, what Marx has called the 
“social hieroglyphic” (gesellschaftliche Hieroglyphe).5 Education should lead to an understanding 
of how the exploited are conditioned by the concealed structures of “abstract average labor” at the 
heart of capital. Gramsci grasped the importance of learning how to turn the poison of capital into 
medicine, the significance of deciphering “Chinese shadow plays” or “social hieroglyphs.” Only a 
school system that places strong emphasis on deep language learning and fostering creativity, 
Gramsci argued, would be up to this task. 
Gramsci understood that education was quintessentially a constitutive aspect of state 
formation. In her Gramsci and the State, Christine Buci-Glucksmann has shown how the crux of 
Gramsci’s work can be pinned down as what she calls in a play on Gramsci’s own term, a 
“gnoseology of politics,” a rethinking of the relation between philosophy, culture and politics.6 
Imagining a new type of education as well as the state infrastructure that was to provide it was a 
central moment of this new “gnoseology.” In Gramsci’s mind, a new politics of education could not 
be imagined without thinking through its cultural and philosophical implications. It is within this 
“gnoseological” nexus that Gramsci’s discussion of “forme cinesi” as part of his notes on education 
is nested. Let us have a closer look at the passage from Quaderno 12: 
																																																								
4 See Carmel Borg & Peter Mayo, “Gramsci and the Unitarian School: Paradoxes and Possibilities,” in Carmel Borg, 
Joseph Buttigieg, & Peter Mayo eds., Gramsci and Education (Lanham: Rowman, 2002), p. 87-108.  
5 Karl Marx, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, Volume 1, tr. Ben Fowkes (London: Penguin, 1990), p. 167; Karl 




6 Christine Buci-Glucksmann, Gramsci and the State, tr. David Fernbach (London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1980), p. 10. 
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In the present school, the profound crisis in the traditional culture and its conception of life and of man 
has resulted in a progressive degeneration. Schools of the vocational type, i.e. those designed to satisfy 
immediate, practical interests, are beginning to predominate over the formative school, which is not 
immediately “interested.” The most paradoxical aspect of it all is that this new type of school appears 
and is advocated as being democratic, while in fact it is destined not merely to perpetuate social 
differences but to crystallize them in Chinese complexities.7  
 
While Hoare and Nowell-Smith’s translation places the “forme cinesi” passage under a 
separate heading—thus creating the impression that what they present as the section “On 
Education” stands by itself—the placement of the “forme cinesi” in the Italian original offers clearer 
insight into Gramsci’s thought process. Just a few pages earlier Gramsci had brought up the 
problem of Chinese script, which in his view was “an expression of the complete separation between 
the intellectuals and the people.”8 For Gramsci, deep language learning, both in a formal 
educational setting and beyond the classroom, was one of the most tenacious markers of class 
difference, a dividing line that could only be erased through a relentless commitment to language 
teaching. Gramsci’s defense of what he here refers to as the “formative school,” and elsewhere as 
the “disinterested school” [scuola disinteressata]9, embodied a resolute conviction on his part that 
it is only through an education rooted in the humanities and deep language learning that class 
consciousness could be achieved. Only if a student is versed in decrypting the “forme cinesi” into 
																																																								
7 Selections from the Prison Notebooks, p. 40; “Nella scuola attuale, per la crisi profonda della tradizione culturale e 
della concezione della vita e dell’uomo, si verifica un processo di progressiva degenerazione: le scuole di tipo 
professionale, cioè preoccupate di soddisfare interessi pratici immediati, prendono il sopravvento sulla scuola 
formativa, immediatamente disinteressata. L’aspetto più paradossale è che questo nuovo tipo di scuola appare e viene 
predicata come democratica, mentre invece essa non solo è destinata a perpetuare le differenze sociali, ma a 
cristallizzarle in forme cinesi,” in Quaderni del carcere, vol. 3, Quaderno 12§2, p. 1547. 
 
 
8 Selections from the Prison Notebooks, p. 23; “In Cina c’è il fenomeno della scrittura, espressione della completa 
separazione degli intellettuali dal popolo,” in Quaderni del carcere, vol. 3, Quaderno 12§1, p. 1529. 
 
 
9 Selections from the Prison Notebooks, p. 27; Quaderni del carcere, vol. 3, Quaderno 12§1, p. 1531. 
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which social difference is “crystallized,” can society move beyond what Gramsci a few paragraphs 
down describes as the “crystallized estates” [ordini cristalizzati]10 of class division. 
 Gramsci’s commitment to language learning was rooted in his own background as a student 
of linguistics. Linguistics, and the study of grammar in particular, form a red thread through his 
writings, culminating in his “Notes for an Introduction to the Study of Grammar”11 in the very last 
of the prison notebooks, Quaderno 29. As Peter Ives has shown in his excellent book Gramsci’s 
Politics of Language12, Gramsci was highly critical of efforts on the part of Gentile and the broader 
fascist regime to ban traditional grammar classes from the Italian school curriculum. In a country 
like Italy where use of standardized Italian only became wide-spread in the latter half of the 
twentieth century, and dialects were still the first language of the majority of Italians, preventing 
the teaching of standardized grammar was effectively a strategy on the part of the fascist regime to 
curb social mobility.  
Gramsci begins Notebook 29 with a discussion of an essay of Italy’s most prominent 
modern philosopher, Benedetto Croce. Croce, who notably went on to become president of PEN 
International in the early fifties, was an idealist thinker committed to the Hegelian dialectic who 
was highly influential for both Gramsci and the fascist regime, particularly when it came to the 
question of education and language politics. The fascist reformer Giovanni Gentile’s educational 
																																																								
10 Selections from the Prison Notebooks, p. 41; Quaderni del carcere, vol. 3, Quaderno 12§2, p. 1548. 
11 Own translation. “Note per una introduzione allo studio della grammatica,” in Quaderni del carcere, vol. 3, Quaderno 
29, p. 2339. 
 
 
12 Peter Ives, Gramsci’s Politics of Language: Engaging the Bakhtin Circle and the Frankfurt School (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2004). 
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philosophy was explicitly Crocean13 in its disavowal of normative teaching methods and curricula 
in the name of safeguarding what he calls in his educational treatise the “spirituality of culture.”14 
The Crocean essay that Gramsci fiercely criticized in Quaderno 29, “This Round Table is 
Square,” was in many ways a precursor of Noam Chomsky’s later variant in his famous 1956 article 
“Three Models for the Description of Language,” where Chomsky proposed a similarly nonsensical 
but grammatically correct phrase: “Colorless green ideas sleep furiously.”15 Croce’s essay is of 
course a far cry from Chomsky’s proposals for a transformational generative grammar, since it 
makes antithetical claims, rejects the very idea of a science of grammar, and deems grammar a mere 
“complex of abstractions and judgments useful for memory.”16 In his critique of Croce’s essay, 
which can be read as a veiled agitation against Gentile’s educational reforms, Gramsci in turn shows 
how Croce’s argument was “wrong even from the Crocean point of view.”17 For Gramsci, grammar 
was the “‘photograph’ of a given phase of a national (collective) language that has been formed 
																																																								
13 Benedetto Croce notably wrote an introduction to the English translation of Gentile’s The Reform of Education, 
insisting that “we owe it to Gentile that Italian pedagogy has attained in the present day a simplicity and a depth of 
concepts unknown elsewhere,” in Benedetto Croce, Introduction to Giovanni Gentile, The Reform of Education, tr. 
Dino Bigongari (New York: Harcourt, 1922), p. ix. 
 
 
14 “Against this (…) idol of grammar (…) worshipped as a thing which not only has the right, but the means also, of 
controlling and oppressing the creative spontaneity of speech, teachers should be constantly on their guard, if they feel 
bound to respect and protect the spirituality of culture,” in The Reform of Education, p. 162. 
15 Noam Chomsky, “Three Models for the Description of Language,” IRE Transactions on Information Theory 2.3 
(1956), p. 113-124. 
 
 
16 Own translation. “complesso di astrazioni e arbitri, utili alla memoria,” in Benedetto Croce, “Questa tavola rotonda 
è quadrata,” La Critica 3 (1905), p. 533. 
 
 
17 Antonio Gramsci, Selections from Cultural Writings, eds. David Forgacs & Geoffrey Nowell-Smith, tr. William 
Boelhower (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1985), p. 179; “Il saggio è sbagliato anche dal punto di vista 
crociano,” in Quaderni del carcere, vol. 3, Quaderno 29§1, p. 2341. 
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historically and is continuously developing [in continuo sviluppo].”18 In Gramsci’s view it was 
important to continually transpose this changing photograph of Italian and world history into 
concrete pedagogical practice, to expose the oppressed classes of Italian society to this photograph’s 
secrets. The historical photograph that is grammar was in other words akin to Gramsci’s “forme 
cinesi.” Only when the ruled or governati are able to use the grammar of the rulers, only when the 
secrets of the “forme cinesi” and the grammatical photograph are exposed, can the ruled move 
along their path to the social position of governanti, to becoming rulers themselves.19 
In a clear gloss on Gentile’s notion of spontaneous or “living” education, Gramsci continues 
his notebook with a distinction between what he calls “spontaneous” [spontanee] and “normative” 
[normative] grammars, or in other words dialects vs. standardized languages.20 With this 
distinction, Gramsci was not advocating for the primacy of dialects, the language of Italy’s rural 
and working classes. For Gramsci, the teaching of normative, standardized grammar was part and 
parcel of providing avenues to social mobility, or as Peter Ives puts it in his book, “the act (…) of 
creating a normative grammar, is that of becoming a ‘State’.”21 Gramsci understood that the 
																																																								
18 Selections from Cultural Writings, p. 180; “La grammatica è “storia” di una fase determinata di un linguaggio 




19 “Political democracy tends towards a coincidence of the rulers and the ruled (in the sense of government with the 
consent of the governed), ensuring for each non-ruler a free training in the skills and general technical preparation 
necessary to that end,” in Selections from the Prison Notebooks, p. 41; “(…) la democrazia politica tende a far 
coincidere governanti e governati (nel senso del governo col consenso dei governati), assicurando a ogni governato 
l’apprendimento gratuito della capacità e della preparazione tecnica generale necessarie al fine,” in Quaderni del 
carcere, vol. 3, Quaderno 12§2, p. 1548-49. 
 
 
20 Selections from Cultural Writings, p. 181; Quaderni del carcere, vol. 3, Quaderno 29§2, p. 2343. 
 
 
21 Gramsci’s Politics of Language, p. 44. 
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subalterni of Italian society should enjoy the same education as the dirigenti. Gramsci’s own 
referral towards the end of Notebook 29 to his earlier notes on the importance of teaching Latin 
and Greek22 underscores once again how for him the teaching of languages learned by the children 
of the élite was a central tool towards achieving cultural hegemony for those on the bottom of the 
societal ladder. 
Gramsci’s “forme cinesi” embodied not just a strong commitment to deep language 
learning. It can also be read as an early precursor to contemporary critiques, voiced by scholars like 
Emily Apter, of the “translatability assumption” at the heart of many universalist cultural 
constructs. Deeply committed to multilingualism and language learning, Gramsci was a fierce critic 
of overly emphatic appropriations of translatability—or in his words “traducibilità”—as a catalyst 
of universality-building. In an early essay for Il Grido del popolo, for instance, Gramsci waged a 
debate with the editors of the communist publication Avanti! on the question of the artificial world 
language Esperanto as proposed by the Polish ophthalmologist L.L. Zamenhof in 1887. 
“Esperanto,” wrote Gramsci in this 1918 article, “is nothing but a vain idea, an illusion of 
cosmopolitan, humanitarian, democratic mentalities which have not yet been made fertile and been 
shaken by historical critical thinking.”23 Language should be understood, he argued, as a reflection 
																																																								
22 “Normative grammar (…) tends to make one learn the entire organism of the language in question and to create a 
spiritual attitude that enables one always to find one’s way around the linguistic environment (see note on the study of 
Latin in the classical curriculum),” in Selections from Cultural Writings, p. 186; “La grammatica normativa, che solo 
per astrazione può essere ritenuta scissa dal linguaggio vivente, tende a fare apprendere tutto l’organismo della lingua 
determinata, e a creare un atteggiamento spirituale che renda capaci di orientarsi sempre nell’ambiente linguistico 
(vedi nota sullo studio del latino nelle scuole classiche),” in Quaderni del carcere, vol. 3, Quaderno 29§6, p. 2349. 
 
 
23 Antonio Gramsci, “A Single Language and Esperanto,” in Selections from Cultural Writings, p. 30; “l’esperanto, la 
lingua unica, non è altro che un’ubbia, un’illusione di mentalità cosmopolitiche, umanitarie, democratiche, non ancora 
rese fertili, non ancora smagate dal criticismo storico,” in Gramsci, “La lingua unica e l’esperanto,” in Scritti giovanili 
(1914-1918) (Torino: Einaudi, 1958), p. 177.  
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of the “complex social activity of the people who speak it.”24 The aesthetics of language and its 
educational value as a vehicle of popular historicity took primacy over the efficiency of 
communication. Languages, in other words, were a beautiful tool to be cherished in the education 
of the oppressed, not a burden to be overcome for the sake of universality-building.  
Gramsci was not opposed to all claims to universality—he discusses in Il Grido del popolo 
how a new world language may well come into being, “spontaneously,”25 after the socialist 
International has come to fruition. What he opposed was the idea of erasing the historical 
particularity embedded in a given language or dialect for the sake of building an artificial, non-
spontaneous universal construct. It was precisely this historical embeddedness, Gramsci argued, 
that needed to be understood and taught in order for people to embark on a path to changing the 
course of their own history. 
The question of translatability at the heart of universality-building would return later on in 
the Prison Notebooks, most prominently in Quaderno 11.26 Gramsci here builds on his earlier 
disavowal of artificial universal languages like Esperanto, extending his argument to the question 
of the “traducibilità” or translatability of artificial scientific and philosophical languages. What 
concerned him here was the question of jargon [“linguaggio”] vs. language [“lingua”]. Artificial 
philosophical and scientific discourses, Gramsci argues in these notes, are marked by a tendency to 
																																																								




25 Selections from Cultural Writings, p. 30: “spontaneamente,” in Scritti giovanili, p. 178. 
 
 
26 For an in-depth discussion of translatability in Gramsci see Derek Boothman and Fabio Frosini’s articles in Peter 
Ives & Rocco Lacorte eds., Gramsci, Language, and Translation (Lanham: Lexington, 2010), p. 107-134 and p. 171-
186. 
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“build themselves up as an Esperanto or Volapük of philosophy and science,” to pursue a 
“philosophical Esperantism.”27 Philosophical claims to universal validity as they could be found in 
positivistic thought at the time, were reflected by their quest for universally valid concepts, 
formulas, and logical constructs. As such, they glossed over historically grown phenomena 
embedded in the particularity of linguistic diversity. 
Much like he had proposed in his earlier essay on Esperanto, Gramsci here once again does 
not entirely disqualify universality-building discursivity. In his mind, philosophical Esperantism 
found its counterpart in what he called—using a coded term to elude prison censorship—the 
“philosophy of praxis,” i.e. Marxist philosophy. Only in the philosophy of praxis, only in Marxist 
thought, Gramsci writes in Quaderno 11, “is the ‘translation’ organic and thoroughgoing.”28 Only 
Marx’s understanding of the historical situation was one that transgressed linguistic and cultural 
difference without erasing it, only Marxist philosophy had the auto-immune characteristics able to  
stand up to the challenge of (un)translatability. Gramsci knew how language learning was a 
constitutive aspect of the Marxist philosophical project. The worker had to be educated in such a 
way that he or she could speak the language of capital, and eventually use the language of capital to 
build the social. Marx and Marxist philosophy reflected in and of itself a deep commitment to 
language learning, to deconstructing the language of capital. Similarly, providing a state-sanctioned 
education system enabling the oppressed to read Marx, teaching them how to unravel the “forme 
cinesi” of their crystalized historical situation, was at the heart of Gramsci’s project. 
																																																								
27 Antonio Gramsci, Further Selections from the Prison Notebooks, tr. Derek Boothman (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1995), p. 304; “costruire se stesse come un esperanto o volapük della filosofia e della scienza,” 
L’esperantismo filosofico,”  in Quaderni del carcere, vol. 2, Quaderno 11 §45, p. 1466-1467. 
 
 
28 Further Selections from the Prison Notebooks, p. 307; “solo nella filosofia della prassi la “traduzione” è organica e 




In the early sixties, the executor of Gramsci’s will, his de facto editor, and his successor as 
president of the Italian Communist Party or PCI—Palmiro Togliatti—vocally swore off the 
“Chinese way” in the wake of the Sino-Soviet split. The historical tensions between China and the 
Soviet Union had become a major catalyst of western intellectual engagement with Mao’s China. 
Then still considered a Third World nation, the People’s Republic of China was rapidly becoming 
an important new beacon for engaged intellectuals who were disillusioned with the long-standing 
alliance between European Communist Parties and the Soviet Union.29 Togliatti knew that the 
Italian left had not been immune to this so-called Maoist turn, and he used all his political power 
as party leader to stop the bleeding. Strikingly, the discursive arsenal he used in this Cold War 
political struggle included Gramsci’s Prison Notebooks. 
As Stephen Gundle and others have shown in their recent work on the history of Italian 
communism, Palmiro Togliatti’s publication of Gramsci’s Quaderni at the height of the Cold War 
was part and parcel of a deliberate political strategy. Togliatti had obtained the manuscripts of the 
Quaderni in Moscow after Gramsci’s death, without the explicit consent of its rightful owners the 
Schucht sisters, and with the intervention of the Stalin-controlled Comintern.30 Togliatti was intent 
on using the publication of the Quaderni to embed the efforts of the communist International in 
																																																								
29 Much research has been done into the French side of this moment—the writings on China by the Tel Quel 
contributors Barthes, Kristeva, and Sollers have been extensively studied by scholars like Eric Hayot and Philippe 
Forest. See Philippe Forest, Histoire de Tel Quel (1960-1982) (Paris: Seuil: 1995) and Eric Hayot, Chinese Dreams: 
Pound, Brecht, Tel Quel (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2004).  
 
 
30 The manuscripts of the Lettere and the Quaderni were claimed by Gramsci’s widow and sisters-in-law while they 
were held at the embassy in Moscow. Togliatti obtained them after an intervention of the Comintern. See the 
Introduction to Chiara Daniele ed., Togliatti editore di Gramsci (Roma: Carocci, 2005), p. 13-24. 
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what Gundle calls an “indigenous intellectual and cultural tradition,”31 in other words to use 
Gramsci to further the political ambitions of the Italian Communist Party. Gramsci’s prison 
manuscripts were a godsend in these efforts to steer the domestic intellectual and political debate 
on the left into the direction of Togliatti’s vision. “The Notebooks are published,” declared Togliatti 
in a speech twenty years after Gramsci’s dead, “and just as Gramsci’s party had leapt to the centre 
of political life, so too had Gramsci’s thought leapt to the centre of attention and study.”32  
Togliatti was singlehandedly responsible for using the publication of Gramsci’s prison 
writings to promote the PCI at home and to inscribe it within the broader logic of a Soviet-
controlled Comintern. In the process he willfully distorted the truth by presenting Gramsci as an 
early example of Italy’s commitment to the Soviet party line. In the late 1940s, he and his deputy 
editor Felice Platone began to re-arrange the text thematically, and omitted any references or 
passages that could be offensive to either the Soviet authorities or the Italian communist 
establishment. A staunch Stalinist most of his life33, Togliatti presented the Quaderni as a work that 
confirmed the link between Gramsci’s conceptual apparatus, Lenin and Stalin’s legacy, and 
																																																								
31 Stephen Gundle, Between Hollywood and Moscow: The Italian Communists and the Challenge of Mass Culture, 
1943-1991 (Durham & London: Duke University Press, 2000), p. 51. See also Richard Drake, Apostles and Agitators: 
Italy’s Marxist Revolutionary Tradition (Cambridge & London: Harvard University Press, 2003), p. 211, and Togliatti 
editore di Gramsci, p. 29. 
 
 
32 Palmiro Togliatti, “The Present Relevance of Gramsci’s Theory and Practice,” in Donald Sassoon ed., On Gramsci 
and Other Writings (London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1979), p. 144; “Si pubblicano i Quaderni, e come è balzato al centro 
della vita politica il partito di Gramsci, così balza al centro dell’attenzione e dello studio il suo pensiero,” in  La politica 
nel pensiero e nell’azione: scritti e discorsi 1917-1964, Michele Ciliberto & Giuseppe Varca eds. (Milano: Bompiani, 
2014), p. 1103-1104.  
 
 
33 “(…) among the Western Communist leaders, Togliatti was considered not only the most influential and intelligent 
but also unquestionably loyal to the Soviet Union and to Stalin,” in Elena Agarossi & Victor Zaslavsky, Stalin and 
Togliatti: Italy and the Origins of the Cold War (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2011), p. 311. 
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ultimately his own domestic agenda. The Gramsci that was read throughout the postwar years, at 
least until the critical Einaudi edition came out in 1975, was this Gramsci, Togliatti’s Gramsci.34  
Toward the end of his life Togliatti himself admitted that he had not entirely done justice 
to Gramsci’s writings. In an essay recently rediscovered by Giuseppe Vacca35, written shortly before 
Togliatti’s death in 1964 and titled “Gramsci, un uomo,” Togliatti acknowledged that “we may be 
reprimanded (…) for having hidden or tried to counterfeit something.”36 Deep down, as Vacca 
shows in his book, the late Togliatti knew that he had effectively created a Gramsci that never 
existed in an effort to further his political ambitions. The timing of this confession is significant. As 
Togliatti was approaching the end of his life, his positions on Nikita Khruschev’s international 
politics had become increasingly critical. In his political testament, the so-called “Memoriale di 
Yalta” or “Yalta Memorandum,” written in the same year as his last Gramscian essay and completed 
just hours before his death, Togliatti would outline a veiled critique of Khruschev’s hard stance on 
the question of “peaceful coexistence.” This change in Togliatti’s political position vis-à-vis the 
Russians, as we will see, had strong Gramscian undertones.  
While he still shared the Soviet party line, explicitly distanced himself from the Chinese 
Communist Party, and like the Soviets insisted on the importance of never suspending the “polemic 
																																																								
34 For an excellent and rare discussion of Togliatti’s distortion of Gramsci’s textual and political legacy in postwar Italy, 
see Giancarlo Bergami, Il Gramsci di Togliatti e l’altro: l’autocritica del comunismo italiano (Firenze: Le Monnier), 
1991. As Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak reminds us in an interview printed at the end of Postcolonial Gramsci, “it was 
Togliatti who chopped up Gramsci in the way in which Europe and Britain received him. In the process, what got lost 
was Gramsci’s (…) articulation of what I have called a methodico-methodological difference under the auspices of the 
subaltern,” in “Interview with Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak,” in Postcolonial Gramsci, p. 222-223. 
 
 
35 See Giuseppe Vacca, Gramsci e Togliatti (Roma: Editori Riuniti, 1991). 
 
 
36 Own translation. “A noi si potrebbe fare rimprovero se (…) avessimo nascosto o cercato di contraffare qualcosa,” in 
Palmiro Togliatti, “Gramsci, un uomo,” in La politica nel pensiero e nell’azione: scritti e discorsi 1917-1964, p. 1186-
1187. 
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against the principles and political positions of the Chinese,”37 in the Yalta Memorandum Togliatti 
simultaneously expressed his concern at the deep rift that had grown between the Russians and the 
Chinese over the question of anti-imperialist and anti-colonial struggles. He was convinced that a 
softer tone, a stronger emphasis on democratization efforts, and direct collaboration with colonial 
nations that had recently become independent would be more beneficial for the Communist 
International as a whole. Attempts needed to made, Togliatti argued throughout his political 
testament, to keep recently postcolonial nations out of the Chinese sphere of influence.38 “It would 
be a way of combating the Chinese,” he wrote, “with facts, not just with words.”39 
 Prior to the “Yalta Memorandum,” and throughout the debates on peaceful coexistence in 
the wake of the Sino-Soviet split, Togliatti had staunchly represented the Soviet line without an 
inkling of criticism. In the continuous back and forth between the Soviets and the Chinese 
Communist Party, this meant that Togliatti had effectively put himself in an unenviable position. 
For the Chinese, the Togliatti of the early sixties had become an easy soft target through which they 
could indirectly attack Khruschev’s stance on peaceful coexistence. The result was an endless 
																																																								
37 Palmiro Togliatti, “The Yalta Memorandum,” in On Gramsci and Other Writings, p. 286; “non intertompere mai la 
polemica contro le posizioni di principio e politiche cinesi,” in “Memoriale di Yalta,” in La politica nel pensiero e 
nell’azione, p. 1843. 
 
 
38 “We attribute a decisive importance, for the development of our movement, to establishing broad relations, that 
include collaboration and a knowledge of each other’s situation, between the Communist parties of the capitalist 
countries and the liberation movements of the colonial and ex-colonial countries. (…) The aim must be that of reaching 
and elaborating a concrete common platform for the fight against imperialism and colonialism,” in On Gramsci and 
Other Writings, p. 294; Attribuiamo un’importanza decisiva, per lo sviluppo del nostro movimento, allo stabilirsi di 
ampi rapporti di reciproca conoscenza e di collaborazione tra i partiti comunisti dei paesi capitalistici e i movimenti di 
liberazione dei paesi coloniali ed ex coloniali. (…) Lo scopo deve essere di giungere a elaborare una comune piattaforma 




39 On Gramsci and Other Writings, p. 287; “Era un modo di combattere i cinesi coi fatti, non soltanto con le parole,” 
in La politica nel pensiero e nell’azione, p. 1844. 
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theatrical performance of fulminating newspaper articles and official speeches with Togliatti and 
the Chinese as the main characters. The story of Italy’s Cold War, then, was the story of a Palmiro 
Togliatti and an Italian Communist Party caught up in historical events that lay beyond their own 
grasp.  
The debacle began with a speech Togliatti made at the Tenth Congress of the Italian 
Communist Party in December of 1962.40 “This is the only alternative,” Togliatti remarked in his 
speech, “either peaceful coexistence, or atomic destruction and the end of our civilization.”41 In the 
presence of a representative of the CCP, Chao Yi-Ming, who could not but rebut that the Chinese 
had “different opinions” than the Italians42, Togliatti went on to take direct aim at the Chinese 
intervention politics in the manifold anti-imperialist and anti-colonial struggles of the time. 
Significantly, Togliatti’s speech did not fail to bring up what he called the “grouping of Bandung,”43 
insisting on the importance of a peaceful resolution to the Sino-Indian border conflict. In this and 
other respects he was in other words in direct accordance with the Soviets. 
The Chinese reaction to Togliatti’s remarks was incendiary. Togliatti’s position would spur 
the Chinese to break off all diplomatic relations with the Italian Communist Party in a lengthy 
																																																								
40 For a discussion of Togliatti’s speech at the Tenth Congress and its historical consequences, see Aldo Agosti, Palmiro 
Togliatti: A Biography (London & New York: Tauris, 2008), p. 279-280 and Giorgio Bocca, Palmiro Togliatti (Milano: 
Mondadori, 1991), p. 601. 
 
 
41 Own translation. “L’alternativa è questa: o la pacifica coesistenza, o la distruzione atomica e la fine, quindi, della 
nostra civiltà,” in Speech by Togliatti, X Congresso del partito comunista italiano (dicembre 1962): Atti e risoluzioni 
(Roma: Editori Riuniti, 1963), p. 38. 
 
 
42 Own translation. “i comunisti cinesi hanno delle opinioni diverse da quelle di alcuni compagni del Partito comunista 
italiano,” in Speech by Chao Yi-Ming, X Congresso del partito comunista italiano, p. 233. 
 
 
43 Own translation. “raggruppamento di Bandung,” in X Congresso del partito comunista italiano, p. 45. 
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editorial published in People’s Daily immediately after the Italian Party Congress, entitled “{w
d'<'=[O [Taoliyadi tongzhi tong women de fenqi]”, “Le divergenze tra il compagno 
Togliatti e noi” or in its English translation “The Differences between Comrade Togliatti and Us.” 
As Lorenz Luthi has demonstrated in his book on the Sino-Soviet split, the Chinese party leadership 
wanted to use the for them fortunately timed dispute with Togliatti to indirectly intensify the 
ongoing polemic with the Soviets. Penned by the Chinese politburo, “Divergenze” was allegedly 
edited and finalized by Chairman Mao himself44, which underscored its central importance to the 
Chinese authorities even more. 
The violent indictment of Togliatti by the Chinese in “Divergenze” was translated into 
multiple languages and widely read in the West as one of the most comprehensive accounts of 
China’s Third World politics in the wake of Bandung.45 Broadly speaking, “Divergenze” called for 
vigorous opposition to the so-called “paper tiger” of American imperialism, strong military and 
economic support of anti-imperialist and anti-colonial movements in the postcolonial world, and 
a condemnation of the nuclear arms struggle. Throughout, the editorial dismissed any notion of 
peaceful coexistence, insisting that its implementation would only constitute an acquittal in the 
face of neocolonialism:  
Togliatti and those attacking China extend their idea of “peaceful coexistence” [*8-, heping 
gongchu] to cover relations between the colonial and semi-colonial people on the one hand and the 																																																								
44 “The Politburo coordinated the writing of a new polemic against the Soviets “without mentioning them by name,” 
with the Chairman responsible for finalizing the text,” in Lorenz M. Luthi, The Sino-Soviet Split: Cold War in the 
Communist World (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010), p. 233. 
 
 
45 I thank Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak for pointing out that one of its most notable readers in the US was W.E.B Du 
Bois, who had a personal copy in his library in Ghana. Another noted reader was the Marxist intellectual and founder 
of the Workers World Party Sam Marcy: “In our view [Divergenze] is the most complete and comprehensive exposition 
of the views of the Chinese Communists in the current debate in the World Communist and Workers Parties,” in 
“China’s View of the International Communist Dispute: ‘Differences Between Comrade Togliatti and Us’ together with 
a series of searching articles by Sam Marcy”, Workers World, 1963, courtesy Tamiment Library and Robert F. Wagner 
Labor Archives. 
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imperialists and colonialists on the other. (…) Such a way of speaking is really asking the oppressed 
nations to “coexist peacefully” with their colonial rulers, and asking them to tolerate colonial rule rather 
than to resist or wage struggles for independence, much less to fight wars of national liberation. Doesn’t 
this kind of talk mean that the Chinese people, the Korean people, the Vietnamese people, the Cuban 
people, the Algerian people and the people of other countries who rose in revolution have all violated 
the principle of “peaceful coexistence” and done wrong? It is very difficult for us to see any real difference 
between such talk and the preachings of the imperialists and colonialists.46  
 
The Chinese editorial was in other words not simply an indictment of Togliatti’s stance at the Tenth 
Congress. It was a strong pamphlet in which the Chinese party leadership explicitly outlined its 
international political project, or as Dominique Kirchner Reill puts it, “Divergenze was an 
extension of the Sino-Soviet conflict set on Italian soil.”47  
“Divergenze” and its later installments48 would also become highly influential for the Italian 
intellectual encounter with Maoism and Third-Worldism in general. The Chinese authorities’ 
strong condemnation of Togliatti was kindle to the fire of mostly extraparliamentary Maoist 
																																																								







5,” in “Taoliyadi tongzhi tong women de fenqi,” in Renmin Ribao, Editorial of December 31, 1962. 
 
 
47 Dominique Kirchner Reill, “Partisan Legacies and Anti-Imperialist Ambitions: The Little Red Book in Italy and 
Yugoslavia,” in Alexander Cook ed., Mao’s Little Red Book: A Global History (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2013), p. 187. 
 
 
48 After a series of rebuttals by Togliatti in the Italian communist daily L’Unità, the Chinese authorities published a 
second pamphlet which repeated many of the arguments they had made in Divergenze. See More on the Differences 
Between Comrade Togliatti and Us: Some Important Problems of Leninism in the Contemporary World (Beijing: 
Foreign Languages Press, 1963). 
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factions like Servire il popolo49 and the Perugian Associazione Italia-Cina50, later followed by the 
full-on embrace of Maoism by organizations like Lotta continua, among other groups in the Italian 
student movement. This clamoring Italian reception of “Divergenze” did not go unnoticed by 
Togliatti himself. A year later he would write in the above-mentioned Yalta Memorandum how he 
had been forced to expel “small groups of comrades and sympathizers who are inclined towards 
the Chinese positions”51 from the party. If measures like expulsions were indeed taken, Togliatti’s 
position had become increasingly isolated on the Italian left, both in and outside the party. Hence 
perhaps the less violent tone of his political testament, hence the veiled criticism of Khruschev’s 
Soviet hardliners in their dealings with the CCP. 
 Significantly, as critics like Carlo Spagnolo did not fail to notice, the Yalta Memorandum 
had strong Gramscian undertones. The Memoriale, writes Spagnolo in his insightful close reading 
of the text, “was the product of a reflection on Gramsci’s legacy and on the democratic tasks of 
																																																								
49 The journalist Stefano Ferranti has written an insightful account of this loosely organized, but prominent student 
movement centered around the maoist daily Servire il popolo. He pays particular attention to the phenomenon of 
“communist weddings,” which were staged by sympathizers of the newspaper. See Stefano Ferrante, La Cina non era 
vicina: Servire il popolo e il maoismo all’italiana (Milano: Sperling & Kupfer, 2008). See also Dominique Kirchner Reill, 
“Partisan Legacies and Anti-Imperialist Ambitions: The Little Red Book in Italy and Yugoslavia,” p. 2192. 
 
 
50 For an exhaustive discussion of the Associazione Italia-Cina as an example of extraparliamentary Maoist 
organization in post-Divergenze Italy, see Sofia Graziani, “L’interesse politico-ideologico per la Cina di Mao sulla scia 
del contrasto sino-sovietico: Alcune considerazioni sulla nascita dell’associazione Italia-Cina (1962-1963),” in Carla 
Meneguzzi Rostagni & Guido Samarini eds., La Cina di Mao, l’Italia e l’Europa negli anni della Guerra Fredda (Bologna: 
il Mulino, 2014), p. 147-173. 
 
 
51 On Gramsci and Other Writings, p. 288; “Abbiamo nel partito, e ai suoi margini, qualche gruppetto di compagni e 
simpatizzanti che inclinano verso le posizioni cinesi e le difendono,” in La politica nel pensiero e nell’azione, p. 1844. 
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socialism.”52 In what are perhaps the most striking passages of the text53, Togliatti distanced himself 
from his earlier Stalinist-Leninist positions and embraced the potential of democratization under 
socialism. “The question thus arises,” Togliatti wrote, “of the possibility for the working classes to 
win positions of power, within the limits of a state that has not changed its bourgeois nature, and 
therefore whether it is possible to struggle for the progressive transformation of its nature from the 
inside.”54 Togliatti seemed to be laying the groundwork here for what eventually would become the 
“historical compromise” of the PCI with the Democristiani in the 1970s. More importantly, the 
later Togliatti’s was an explicitly Gramscian position, reminiscent of Gramsci’s insistence on the 
importance of education and deep language learning, on providing access to the state and social 
mobility without the imperative of overthrowing the existing state altogether.  
By the end of his life, then, Togliatti showed regret for his distortion of Gramsci’s work. He 
had rewritten Gramsci, created a Gramsci that never existed, and inscribed him in the Stalinist logic 
of the Italian Communist Party as Togliatti had envisioned it. Now, in his political testament, he 
once again returned to Gramsci, only this time reading him more closely, less ideologically. In more 
ways than one, Togliatti saw himself forced to acknowledge Gramsci’s untranslatability into the 
discursivity of the postwar Italian Communist Party. After his violent encounter with Mao’s China 
																																																								
52 Own translation. “Era il prodotto di una riflessione sull’eredità di Gramsci e sui compiti democratici del socialismo,” 
in Carlo Spagnolo, Sul Memoriale di Yalta: Togliatti e la crisi del movimento comunista internazionale (Roma: Carocci, 
2007), p. 23.  
 
 
53 “È questa la parte generalmente definita la più esplosiva del documento postumo, in quanto denuncia le remore alla 
destalinizzazione,” in  Luciano Vasconi, I cinesi: In margine al contrasto Mosca-Pechino (Milano: Azione Comune, 
1964), p. 195. 
 
 
54 On Gramsci and Other Writings, p. 293; “Sorge così la questione della possibilità di conquista di posizioni di potere, 
da parte delle classi lavoratrici, nell’ambito di uno Stato borghese e quindi se sia possibile la lotta per una progressiva 
transformazione, dall’interno, di questa natura,” in La politica nel pensiero e nell’azione, p. 1850. 
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and Italian Maoism, Togliatti could not but embrace Gramsci’s “forme cinesi,” could not but affirm 
a renewed commitment to Gramsci’s proposals for a transformative gnoseological and pedagogical 
practice, could not but subscribe to Gramsci’s conception of universality—one that leaves room for 
the untranslatable. 
 
Among the first readers of Togliatti’s Gramsci was one of Italy’s most prominent twentieth-
century poets, intellectuals, and filmmakers—the queer artist Pier Paolo Pasolini. Strikingly, it 
would be Pasolini’s reading of Gramsci as a confinato, as a heretic who like himself had been 
mistreated and misunderstood by the Italian political establishment, that informed Pasolini’s little-
studied engagement with Italian Maoism. Pasolini discussed Mao’s China and its impact on the 
Italian left only on a few occasions. This did not mean, however, that he was entirely unaware of 
the significance of Italian Maoism. Already in “Il Pci ai giovani!!” Pasolini had directly addressed 
Maoist factions within the Italian extraparliamentary left. “I ask for forgiveness,” he wrote, “of my 
one or two thousand young brothers who are working [operano] in Trento or Turin, Pavia or Pisa, 
Firenze and a little bit in Rome as well.”55 Among the cities listed here, Pisa was perhaps the most 
active hotbed of Maoism in Italy at the time. It was the town of Adriano Sofri, the notorious leader 
of the Maoist splinter group Lotta continua. 
As Aldo Cazzullo has noted in his comprehensive history of Lotta continua, Pasolini’s plea 
for “forgiveness” in his controversial and highly influential poem was interpreted by Sofri as a direct 
interpellation of his organization, or in Sofri’s own words “a sort of calling card of his will to be 
																																																								
55 Own translation. “Chiedo perdono a quei mille o duemila giovani miei fratelli// che operano a Trento o a Torino,// 
a Pavia o a Pisa,// a Firenze e un po’ anche a Roma,” in Saggi sulla letteratura e sull’arte, vol. 1, p. 1442. 
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linked to the kids of those days, and to us in particular.”56 While Pasolini was highly suspicious of 
the broader student movement’s  lack of self-criticism, to Sofri it had seemed that at heart he wanted 
to be on the picket lines alongside them. Pasolini’s well-meant critique of the student movement 
was not favorably received by the students themselves, though.57 Pasolini, while an important 
reference, was increasingly seen as the grumpy grandfather of the movement, as an inherent part 
of the generation they were rebelling against.  
 
               Figs. 1-2 Pier Paolo Pasolini and Lotta continua, 12 dicembre (1972), film stills 
 
It is all the more remarkable then, that in the 1970s Pasolini would publicly endorse and 
even financially support the Italian Maoist organization Lotta continua. The encounter between 
Pasolini and Lotta continua is little-known and even less studied. It was nevertheless a real and 
prolonged one. Pasolini acted as editor of the organization’s newspaper, and in 1972 he co-directed 																																																								
56 Own translation. “una sorta di biglietto di presentazione della sua voglia di legarsi ai ragazzi di allora, e in particolare 
a noi,” Adriano Sofri cited in Aldo Cazzullo, I ragazzi che volevano fare rivoluzione: 1968-1978, Storia di Lotta continua 
(Milano: Mondadori, 1998), p. 158. 
 
 
57 The poem, which later that year would come out in Moravia’s Nuovi argomenti,  had first been published by the 
Italian weekly L’Espresso, which subsequently organized what would become a raucous round table discussion between 
Pasolini and representatives of the student movement. See Enzo Siciliano, Pasolini, tr. John Shepley (New York: 
Random House, 1982), p. 326. 
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a Lotta continua-produced film, 12 dicembre.58 In this recently restored documentary, which was 
a direct response to the terrorist attacks of Milan’s Piazza Fontana in 1969 and the fraught police 
investigation into its circumstances59, Lotta continua showcased the kind of activism it had become 
known for. Much like what was taking place in France, where Maoist intellectuals and student 
groups had begun working alongside the factory workers of places like Renault’s Billancourt 
facility60, members of Lotta continua had occupied the Mirafiori Fiat works in the late 1960s and 
fought alongside its laborers for better working conditions.61 The film, then, was a poetic 
documentation of this and other sites of Italian labor conflicts where Lotta continua had 
intervened. It was conceived as a road movie travelling from the South to the North of Italy, from 
the Bagnoli steelworks in Naples, to the marble quarries of La Spezia. Its main message was a 
propagandistic one—the film was to show how Lotta continua was involved with struggles for 
workers’ rights across the Italian peninsula. 
																																																								
58 Few readings of the film exist. Dana Renga briefly discusses it as a film that “reveals the endurance of authoritarianism 
in Italy,” in Dana Renga, “Pier Paolo Pasolini and the Memory of Martyrdom in New Italian Cinema,” Italica 85.2/3 
(2008), p. 204. The only other discussion of the film is in Fabio Vighi, “Beyond Objectivity: The Utopian in Pasolini’s 
Documentaries,” Textual Practice 16.3 (2002), p. 491-510 (cf. infra). 
 
 
59 The Milan bombing had been one of the first terrorist attacks of what is known as Italy’s anni di piombo, the “lead 
years” of generalized terror that marked much of the 1970s and 1980s. Shortly after the December 12, 1969 bombing, 
the anarchist Giuseppe Pinelli was arrested, and allegedly committed suicide by jumping out of the window of 
commissioner Luigi Calabresi’s office. It is the still hotly debated circumstances of this suicide and its aftermath that 
constitute the subject matter of Lotta continua’s filmic collaboration with Pasolini. Adriano Sofri and his Lotta continua 
would gain wide-spread notoriety in the aftermath of this so-called “State Massacre” or “strage di Stato” that is still the 
subject of intense debate in Italy today. In 1988, Adriano Sofri was arrested for the 1972 murder of the man who 
arrested Pinelli, Luigi Calabresi. See Carlo Ginzburg, The Judge and the Historian: Marginal Notes on a Late-
Twentieth-Century Miscarriage of Justice, tr. Anthony Shugaar (London & New York: Verso, 1999). 
60 For a discussion of this phenomenon and its traumatic history in early 1970s France, see Kristin Ross, Fast Cars, 




61 For a history of these years see Luigi Bobbio, Storia di Lotta Continua (Milano: Feltrinelli, 1988). 
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In Pasolini’s contributions to the documentary the camera’s lens focuses on this history, 
and on the people that made it in particular. At Bagnoli, for instance, Pasolini interviews the laid-
off workers of the Italsider steelworks, asking them the question, “contro chi protesta?,” “who are 
you protesting against?” The camera then zooms in on an agitated worker with a speech 
impediment which makes him nearly impossible to understand, while his fellow workers translate 
on his behalf, “contro i padroni,” “against the bosses.”  Later on, in a long sequence toward the end 
of the film, the camera travels alongside the gates of the massive Fiat factory in Turin, and focuses 
on a Fiat sign that can be spotted in the distance. The viewer is then taken inside a high-rise 
apartment building on the outskirts of Turin, where Pasolini interviews the members of a family of 
Sicilian immigrant workers speaking in heavy dialect. “I would go back to Sicily,” the mother of the 
family states, “Ritornerei in Sicilia.” To which the younger daughter replies in the closing shot of 
the film, after discussing how for her Sicily is now a mere holiday destination, “I like everything 
here,” “Mi piace tutto qui.”  
If Pasolini is known for his idiosyncratic criticism of the Italian student movement, his 
contribution to the film clearly demonstrates how he was at the same time sympathetic to Lotta 
continua’s efforts to place the workers’ struggles center stage. While the film does not abandon the 
pessimistic language of Pasolini’s critical poems and essays of this period—the final shot of a 
daughter of a Sicilian immigrant worker who has learned to appreciate the pleasures of a petty-
bourgeois life is a testament to this trope—it shares with the tenets of Lotta continua a concern for 
the margins of Italian society over the broader demands of the student movement. This basic insight 
is reflected in the documentary’s filmic language. The film uses techniques that are highly 
reminiscent of Pasolini’s earlier documentary Comizi d’amore (1964), in which he interviewed 
everyday Italians, mostly from underprivileged backgrounds, about their attitudes towards 
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sexuality—a technique that would return in his Third-Worldist films as well. The director simply 
holds a microphone in front of the interviewees, gives heightened cinematic attention to the body, 
and lets them speak their mind in their language, without superimposing his own views, without 
intellectualizing their speech, correcting it, or burying it in standardized Italian.  
The Pasolini who collaborated with Lotta continua, then, was still the same heretical mind 
of the Ceneri di Gramsci, still the confinato, still the critical voice who, like Gramsci, never ceased 
to deconstruct the political discourses he inhabited.62 The question of (un)translatability is again 
crucial here. Pasolini, like Gramsci, never stopped to investigate the problems of translation that 
existed between the different registers of language, between the language of the governanti and the 
governati, never suspended his research into the political structures that undergird language, 
discourse, ideology. “It is precisely concerning, around language,” writes Christine Buci-
Glucksmann in “Pasolini, Gramsci: lecture d’une marginalité,” her paper for a seminar on Pasolini 
organized by Maria Antonietta Macciocchi at Vincennes in 1979, “that the most profound bond 
between Gramsci and Pasolini is set.”63 Both for Gramsci and Pasolini, she continues, language is 
“a particularly sensitive indicator of social transformations,”64 language is where their shared 
suspicion of all too easily translatable political constructs is lodged. If in the wake of Togliatti’s 
																																																								
62 Fabio Vighi has also noted the Gramscian lineage of 12 dicembre: “The Gramscian solicitation to the intellectual to 
move towards the most indigent people in order to understand their world and empathize with their needs, as a 
precondition for class struggle, seems here to have a strong impact on Pasolini’s camera,” in Fabio Vighi, “Beyond 
Objectivity: The Utopian in Pasolini’s Documentaries,” Textual Practice 16.3 (2002), p. 506. 
 
 
63 Own translation. “Car c’est précisément à propos, autour de la langue (…) que se noue le rapport le plus profound 
entre Gramsci et Pasolini,” in Christine Buci-Glucksmann, “Pasolini, Gramsci: lecture d’une marginalité,” in Pasolini: 
Séminaire dirigé par Maria Antonietta Macciocchi (Paris: Grasset, 1980), p. 252-253. 
 
 
64 Own translation. “un indicateur particulièrement sensible des transformations sociales,” in Pasolini: Séminaire dirigé 
par Maria Antonietta Macciocchi, p. 254. 
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clashes with the Chinese Communist Party at the height of the Sino-Soviet split, Pasolini had briefly 
engaged with the history of Italian Maoism, he had once again done so from a Gramscian 
perspective. He had remembered Gramsci’s plea in the “forme cinesi” passage—only if you commit 
yourself to learning the language of capital, can you begin an attempt to speak that language 
differently. 
 
In the 1970s Pasolini’s Gramscian engagement with Italian Maoism returned with a twist 
in the work of one of his most fervent admirers, the Paris-based Italian journalist and feminist 
thinker Maria Antonietta Macciocchi. Macciocchi was one of the most committed exponents of 
Italian Maoism who contrary to her more critical predecessors Moravia and Pasolini was closely 
affiliated to Maoist factions on the extraparliamentary left. Strikingly, for Macciocchi, as had been 
the case for Pasolini and Togliatti before her, Gramsci was once more a central inspiration in her 
engagement with Mao’s China, Bandung, and the postcolonial. Macciocchi’s reading of Gramsci 
did not lead her however to assume the kind of heretical position that the self-proclaimed confinato 
Pasolini had occupied with respect to the Maoist elements in the Italian student movement. In 
Macciocchi’s eyes, Gramsci’s translatability into the context of Maoism and Bandung-era 
Thirdworldism was entirely unproblematic. Her writings on Mao’s China and Bandung would once 
again push Gramsci’s (un)translatability to its limits. 
In 1970 Maria Antonietta Macciocchi and her husband Alberto Jacovielli had been, as she 
writes in the Introduction to Dalla Cina, among “the first members of a Western communist party 
to visit since the split occurred,” visiting as “friends of China.”65 Their visit would indeed mark the 
																																																								
65 Maria Antonietta Macciocchi, Daily Life in Revolutionary China, tr. Kathy Brown e.a. (New York & London: 
Monthly Review Press, 1972), p. 15; “considerati ‘amici’ dai cinesi,” in Macciocchi, Dalla Cina: dopo la rivoluzione 
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reestablishment of diplomatic relations between Italy and the PRC. In many ways it was an early 
precursor of later visits by Maoist sympathizers from across the Western world. The notorious trip 
of Macciocchi’s associates and friends at Tel Quel four years later, for instance, was organized by 
Macciocchi herself and was a direct consequence of the controversy surrounding the publication 
of Macciocchi’s travelogue in France.66 Macciocchi’s account, then, can be said to be the 
inaugurator of a genre. Macciocchi was the first in a series of essentially Western-based, 
sympathetic political writing on Mao’s China that was published in the 1970s, a generic trope that 
has not failed to attract legitimate critical scrutiny.67  
Macciocchi was not the first Italian writer to visit the China of the Cultural Revolution. Two 
years before her trip with Alberto Jacovielli, Alberto Moravia and Dacia Maraini had traveled to 
China. Unlike Macciocchi’s travelogue, Moravia’s Chinese travel account La rivoluzione culturale 
in Cina, which would come out on the heels of the May 1968 protests, was fiercely criticized by the 
increasingly active Maoist factions in the Italian student movement. Throughout his account, 
Moravia returned to the same trope: the rites and manifestations of the Cultural Revolution were 
																																																								
culturale (Milano: Feltrinelli, 1971), p. 20. The English translation of Dalla Cina differs in places from the available 
Italian original, which was published by Feltrinelli in an abridged version. The French translation, like the English, is 
however unabridged. Where the Italian was left out in the 1971 Feltrinelli edition, I refer to the widely circulated French 
translation of 1972, Maria Antonietta Macciocchi, De la Chine, tr. Louis Bonalumi e.a. (Paris: Seuil, 1972). 
 
 
66 The French translation of Macciocchi’s Dalla Cina would be at the heart of a controversy known as the “affaire 
Macciocchi” in France. The book, which was instrumental in Tel Quel’s “Chinese turn,” a change in approach that 
eventually led to their break with the PCF, had been banned from being sold at the PCF-controlled Fête de l’Humanité. 
As Macchiocchi’s biographer notes, Sollers would defend her book throughout the controversy. See L’intellettuale 
eretica (2012), p. 187; Philippe Forest, Histoire de Tel Quel 1960-1982 (Paris: Seuil, 1995), p. 380-383; Eric Hayot, 
Chinese Dreams: Pound, Brecht, Tel Quel (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 2008), p. 116. 
 
 
67 The most noted criticism is to be found in an essay by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, who notes that an “obsessively 
self-centered” Julia Kristeva and her travel companions were more interested in their own identity than that of the 
alterity they describe in their travelogues. See Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “French Feminism in an International 
Frame”, Yale French Studies 62 (1981), p. 158. 
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for him expressions of religious fervor. Moravia compares a performance by young girls waving 
the little red book to “peasant dances, and the country music of certain religious festivals in Italy 
and elsewhere.”68 When he observes airhostesses carrying around photographs and badges with 
Mao’s effigy, Moravia characterizes his plane as “a flying chapel in which, amid the din of the 
engines and the lurches of the air pockets, a rite was celebrated.”69 The red flag, Moravia writes a bit 
further on, is “the standard of a religious confraternity,” Mao’s portrait an icon of a “patron saint.”70  
Moravia’s La rivoluzione culturale in Cina, like his previous accounts of his travels in the 
Soviet Union and Africa, was more a reflexive, existentialist “self-confession” of the author’s 
qualms as a Western observer. Moravia’s musings were those of an outsider who was overwhelmed 
by what he was observing, a left-wing intellectual with a long legacy as a member of the Italian 
Communist Party who perhaps struggled to understand the political history that was unfolding 
before his eyes. By reading the Cultural Revolution as an essentially religious phenomenon on par 
with the rites of Italian Catholicism, Moravia was inscribing an unfathomable China onto a familiar 
discursivity, deliberately translating an untranslatable. It was this lack of direct intellectual and 
political engagement with Mao’s China that explained the book’s lackluster reception in Italian 
Maoist circles.71  
																																																								
68 Alberto Moravia, The Red Book and the Great Wall: An Impression of Mao’s China, tr. Ronald Strom (New York: 
Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 1968), p. 29; “alle danze paesane, alle musiche compestri di certe feste religiose in Italia e 
altrove,” in La rivoluzione culturale in Cina, in Opere complete, vol. 14 (Milano: Bompiani, 1976, p. 96. 
 
 
69 The Red Book and the Great Wall, p. 30; “una cappella volante, nella quale, tra il fracasso dei motori e i sobbbalzi dei 
vuoti d’aria, si celebra un rito,” in La rivoluzione culturale in Cina, p. 97.  
 
 
70 The Red Book and the Great Wall, p. 33; “lo stendardo della confraternità”; “santo patrono”, in La rivoluzione 




When Macciocchi first travelled to China in 1954 with a delegation of the Italian feminist-
activist journal Noi donne, she condensed her experience in an article titled “We Toasted with 
Zhou Enlai.”72 This was in other words still the young new China of the 1950s, the China enraptured 
by Zhou Enlai’s “spirit of Bandung” that had attracted people like Beauvoir and Sartre. It was a 
China that was unrecognizable from the country Macciocchi saw for a second time in the 1970s. 
The socio-political shifts of the Cultural Revolution had left a profound mark on Chinese 
international politics and cultural diplomacy. When Macciocchi traveled to China in 1971, the so-
called “ping-pong diplomacy” that paved the way for Nixon’s visit a year later—or what Macciocchi 
in her Dalla Cina refers to as the “paper tiger invited to play with celluloid balls”73—was in full 
swing. If Mao’s China in the wake of Bandung had used table tennis to forge its diplomatic ties with 
postcolonial nations in Asia, Africa, and Latin America, in the aftermath of the Cultural Revolution 
																																																								
71Moravia was notably accused of being a “bourgeois writer” by Maoist activists at a discussion of his Chinese travelogue 
shortly after it was published. See René de Ceccaty, Alberto Moravia (Paris : Flammarion, 2010), p. 466. Moravia’s 
response only exacerbated the criticism. In his poem “Per gli studenti,” published in the same issue of Nuovi argomenti 
that had printed Pasolini’s “Il PCI ai giovani!!,” Moravia explicitly distanced himself from the 1968 student protests, 
writing that the students and the Communist Party could never be on the same page, “not because the students are 
Castrists or Maoists or Marcusians or anarchists, but because they are not civilized.” Own translation. “Non ci può 
essere accordo tra gli studenti e il partito comunista.// E non già perché gli studenti sono castristi o maoisti o marcusiani 
o anarchici.// Ma perché non sono colti,” in Alberto Moravia, “Per gli studenti,” in Impegno controvoglia: saggi, 
articoli, interviste: trentacinque anni di scritti politici (Milano: Bompiani, 1980), p. 106. 
 
 
72 See Eleonora Selvi, Maria Antonietta Macciocchi : L’intelletuale eretica (Roma: Aracne, 2012), p. 178. The original 
Italian title of the article is “Abbiamo brindato con Ciu-En-Lai,” Noi Donne, 10/24/1954. 
 
 
73 Daily Life in Revolutionary China, p. 406; “la tigre di carta che viene invitata a giocare con palline di celluloide,” in 
Dalla Cina, p. 400. Macciocchi’s discussion of ping pong diplomacy returns with another humorous twist in her later 
Après Marx, Avril, where she describes giving a lecture on China to Guattari’s psychiatric patients before playing a 
game of ping pong with them. See Maria Antionietta Macchiocchi, Après Marx, Avril, tr. Michèle Causse e.a. (Paris : 
Seuil, 1978), p. 80. 
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a weakened China saw itself forced, especially in the face of increasing Soviet hostility, to use the 
same diplomatic tactics as it sought closer ties with the US.74 
In the penultimate chapter of Dalla Cina, Macciocchi addresses China’s international 
politics in detail. “I wish to speak,” she writes, “of the point of departure represented by the 
Bandung Conference of 1955.”75 She then launches into a discussion of China’s role in the 
proceedings at Bandung, touches on the Sino-Indian border conflict and Nehru, and outlines the 
problems at the basis of the “peaceful coexistence” debacle. Significantly, Macciocchi argues that in 
the aftermath of Bandung, China’s policy of foreign aid to formerly colonial nations in Asia, Africa, 
and Latin America constituted a challenge to a similar US-led effort to establish what she calls after 
Gramsci a “hegemony of power” based on “its poltical policy of aid.”76 Macciocchi contends that in 
its efforts to establish a competing universality after Bandung, China was different from the US in 
that its commitment to foreign aid was not inspired by a politics of expansionism, but rather by an 
attempt to underline that “China was an integral and fundamental part of the Third World.”77 In 
Macciocchi’s view, then, China was not so much after establishing political hegemony. What they 
wanted to achieve, she argues, was ideological supremacy. 
																																																								
74 For an insightful account of the historical shifts that brought forth “ping-pong diplomacy” see Xu Guoqi, Olympic 
Dreams: China and Sports 1895-2008 (Cambridge & London: Harvard University Press, 2008), p. 117-163. 
 
 
75 Daily Life in Revolutionary China, p. 407; “Je veux parler du point de référence représenté par la conférence de 
Bandung de 1955,” in De la Chine, p. 483. 
 
 
76 Daily Life in Revolutionary China, p. 410, “pouvoir d’hégémonie que lui conférait sa politique d’aides,” in De la 
Chine, p. 487. 
 
 










                           
 
                             Fig. 3 Maria Antonietta Macciocchi, from Après Marx, Avril 
 
Macciocchi’s use of the Gramscian concept of hegemony is explicit and highly significant 
here. In the concluding chapter of Dalla Cina, she further elaborates this theoretical framework, 
specifically with regards to the Cultural Revolution. “Gramsci should be reread,” she argues here, 
“in the light of the Cultural Revolution.” For Macchiocchi it was precisely Gramsci’s notion of class 
hegemony which provided “a key to the interpretation of the thought of Mao Tse-tung during the 
Cultural Revolution.”78 Her basic argument here is that the Chinese regime had set out to eradicate 
certain cultural constructs in the name of erasing class difference, and encourage those at the 
bottom of Chinese society to assume positions of cultural hegemony that had been hitherto 
unattainable. A similar tactic of giving primacy to ideological change, Macchiocchi argues, had 
been at the heart of Chinese international politics in the aftermath of Bandung. Rather than aiming 
																																																								
78 Daily Life in Revolutionary China, p. 471; “Il Gramsci che pone il problema teorico dell’egemonia della classe, 
allorché venga riletto oggi alla luce dell’esperienza della rivoluzione culturale, costituisce una chiave interpretativa del 
pensiero di Mao Tse-tung nella rivoluzione culturale,” in Dalla Cina, p. 471. 
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to expand its political power in the Third World, China’s ambition had been a Gramscian one—to 
instill epistemic change in the hearts and minds of formerly colonized people. 
Strikingly, it is to the question of education that Macciocchi turns next, and the Gramscian 
and Althusserian79 concepts of education in particular. She discusses how a “revolution of teaching” 
has taken place in China during the Cultural Revolution years. This radical shift, Macciocchi argues, 
brought with it a change in entrenched class relations that had been perpetuated by the Chinese 
education system even after Mao’s rise to power. For Macciocchi, both Gramsci’s notes on 
education in the Quaderni and Althusser’s famous Gramscian analysis of education as an 
“ideological state apparatus” offered useful concepts that could help explain the dramatic overhaul 
of schools and cultural institutions that had marked these tumultuous years in modern Chinese 
history. The following passage is particularly telling in this respect: 
The revolution of teaching in China has shown that this type of parthenogenesis and reproduction of 
the traditional class ideological apparatus ran the risk of being perpetuated within the socialist school 
system exactly as in the bourgeois schools. (…) The revolution in education has broken down all petty-
bourgeois distinctions, on the one hand by reforming and reversing the mechanisms of selection (…), 
and, on the other hand, by closely linking theory and practice, manual work and intellectual labor, and 
thus destroying the distinction between homo sapiens and homo faber spoken of by Gramsci.80 
 
																																																								
79 Althusser’s engagement with Maoism is well-known—one need but think of the Maoist lineage of his “Contradiction 
and Overdetermination.” See Louis Althusser, “Contradiction and Overdetermination,” in For Marx, tr. Ben Brewster 
(London & New York: Verso, 2005), p. 87-128. 
 
 
80 Daily Life in Revolutionary China, p. 476; “Nella rivoluzione dell’insegnamento in Cina, si dimostra che questo tipo 
di partogenesi e di riproduzione dell’apparato ideologico tradizionale di classe, rischia di riprodursi nella scuola e nella 
società socialista, allo stesso modo che in quella borghese. (…) La rivoluzione nella scuola ha spezzato ogni distinzione 
piccolo-borghese non solo rinnovando completamente i meccanismi di selezione (…), ma ponendo un collegamento 
ferreo tra lavoro manuale e lavoro intellettuale (distruggendo pertanto la distinzione tra homo sapiens e homo faber, 




Macciocchi did not fail to notice that in spite of Althusser’s Gramscian lineage81 their 
respective notions of education were quite divergent. She discusses how Althusser—a close friend 
and ally of Macciocchi’s with whom she maintained a dense correspondence in the late sixties82— 
places greater emphasis on the statist character of ideological constructs. Unlike Gramsci, Althusser 
had little faith in a democratic overhaul of the existing state under capital. If Gramsci saw the 
common school and deep language learning as a vital tool in the process of creating the subaltern 
intellectual, Althusser did not see education as the solution. School was for Althusser not only the 
place where children acquired certain techniques, skills, and know-how immediately useful in the 
relation of production, it was also the environment in which children were taught to blindly accept 
the division of labor as well as how to politely—“speaking in proper French”83—accept or give out 
orders. In Althusser’s eyes, school was the dominant, yet silent tone of the concert titled civil society 
with its “single score” [partition unique]84 of ideology. It was the place where ideology’s 
reproduction was most efficiently carried out. Gramsci on the other hand, as Macciocchi well knew, 
went beyond Althusser’s descriptive mode. Gramsci believed that a different kind of education was 
possible, that the right kind of education could fade out the distinctions between vocational schools 
																																																								
81 “To my knowledge, Gramsci is the only one who went any distance in the road I am taking,” in Althusser, “Ideology 
and Ideological State Apparatuses: Notes towards an Investigation,” in ‘Lenin and Philosophy’ and Other Essays, tr. 
Ben Brewster (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1971),  p. 142fn; “Gramsci est, à notre connaissance, le seul qui se 
soit avancé sur la voie que nous empruntons,” in “Idéologie et appareils idéologiques d’Etat,” in Positions (1964-1975) 
(Paris: Editions Sociales, 1976), p. 83. 
 
 
82 The letters are mostly concerned with current affairs in the French and Italian Communist Parties and the events of 
May 1968. See Maria Antonietta Macciocchi, Lettere dall’interno del PCI a Louis Althusser (Milano: Feltrinelli, 1969). 
 
 
83 Althusser, “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses”, p. 132; “bien parler le français,” in “Idéologie et appareils 
idéologiques d’Etat”, p. 72. 
 
 
84 Althusser, “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses”, p. 154; “Idéologie et appareils idéologiques d’Etat”, p. 94. 
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and élite schools, between homo faber and homo sapiens. Only by teaching homo faber to speak 
the language of homo sapiens, by teaching him or her to unravel the forme cinesi that crystalize 
social difference, could cultural hegemony be achieved. 
Macchiocchi would return to Gramsci’s distinction between homo sapiens and homo faber 
as a useful trope to understand modern Chinese history in her Per Gramsci or Pour Gramsci, a 
book reminiscent of Althusser’s Pour Marx that was simultaneously published in French and 
Italian in 1974. It is here that she rephrases and revisits the argument she had made in Dalla Cina, 
this time positing the question more explicitly, asking herself whether “it is possible, and up to what 
point, to compare Gramsci and Mao?”85 Once again the question of hegemony and education take 
center stage here. “Gramsci is the Marxist thinker,” writes Macciocchi, “who offers the most 
theoretical tools for the analysis of a revolution like the Chinese one, which constantly shows the 
characteristics of the quest for hegemony.”86 What brings Gramsci and Mao together, Macciocchi 
argues, is an understanding that if the governati are to assume the position of governanti, more is 
needed than mere political power—the real challenge was located at the level of culture, ideology, 
and epistemology, or what Gramsci would call “gnoseology.” 
With Macciocchi’s reading of Gramsci, the translatability of his work into the ulterior 
discursive context of Italian Maoism had reached its ultimate limit. A year after her Pour Gramsci 
was published, the long-awaited new critical edition of the Quaderni by Einaudi would once and 
for all prove to a new generation of readers that Togliatti’s Gramsci had been a fabricated, badly 
																																																								
85 Own translation. “È possibile, e fino a qual punto, un confronto tra Gramsci e Mao?” in Maria Antonietta Macciocchi, 
Per Gramsci (Bologna: il Mulino, 1974), p. 237. 
 
 
86 Own translation. “Gramsci è il pensatore marxista che offre più strumenti teorici per l’esame di una rivoluzione che, 
come quella cinese, presenta costantemente i caratteri della ricerca dell’egemonia,” in Per Gramsci, p. 228. 
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“translated” one, and that the ulterior discursive “translations” of his work into the intellectual 
climate of the Italian experience of the Cold War had been tainted by this initial translation’s many 
problems. We now know that Gramsci himself was highly suspicious of an unproblematic notion 
of translatability as a catalyst of universality-building. The untranslatables that were deliberately 
left at the core of his intellectual enterprise further underscored this suspicion. Ultimately, 
Gramsci’s “forme cinesi” continue to invite its readers to be mindful of translatability, to tread 




Ridges of Particularism: The Singular Universal in Jean-Paul Sartre’s Lumumba Preface 
 
 
On June 30, 1960, the first Prime Minister of an independent Congo made a remarkably 
impactful speech that would seal his fate. “We have been the victims of ironic taunts, of insults, of 
blows that we were forced to endure morning, noon, and night,” he declared solemnly, “because 
we were blacks.”1 The speaker was Patrice Émery Lumumba, the occasion Independence Day. In 
the audience was a shocked King Baudouin of Belgium among other colonial dignitaries. 
Lumumba had gone off script, and he would end up paying the price. Congo’s rich reserves of 
uranium were far too precious to Belgium’s allies. A leadership that could potentially put 
neocolonial foreign investment at risk could not be tolerated. Just under seven months after his 
speech, in circumstances that remain controversial to this day, Lumumba was rounded up and 
brutally murdered.2 
Two years later, the French writer and philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre intervened in the 
international outcry over Lumumba’s death by writing a preface to an anthology of his political 
speeches, later reprinted in the fifth volume of Situations.3 What fascinated Sartre most about 
Lumumba was that he espoused two contradictory notions of universality. In his early writings 
																																																						
1 Jean Van Lierde ed., Lumumba Speaks: The Speeches and Writings of Patrice Lumumba, 1958-1961, tr. Helen R. 
Lane (Boston & Toronto: Little, Brown & Co.: 1972), p. 221; “Nous avons connu les ironies, les insultes, les coups que 
nous devions subir matin, midi et soir, parce que nous étions des nègres,” in Jean Van Lierde ed., La pensée politique 
de Patrice Lumumba (Paris: Présence africaine, 1963), p. 198. 
 
 
2 For a detailed account of the circumstances leading up to Lumumba’s death and the significant role the CIA played 
in his demise, see Ludo de Witte, The Assassination of Lumumba (London & New York: Verso, 2001).  
 
 
3 The preface was first printed in Jean Van Lierde ed., La pensée politique de Patrice Lumumba (Paris: Présence 
africaine, 1963). 
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and speeches, Lumumba had written in laudatory terms about the “civilizing” work of the Belgian 
colonial administration that had taken over in 1908 after the atrocious crimes against humanity 
perpetrated during the Congo Free State era had come to light. Lumumba’s early writings conjured 
up the image of a subservient, conservative colonial subject who subscribed to a distinctly 
humanist world view propagated by metropolitan right-wing thinkers and writers. In a later phase, 
and in a radical political and philosophical shift, Lumumba would embrace the alternative 
universality represented by pan-Africanism.  Lumumba demonstrated in other words, as Sartre 
discussed, a remarkable confluence of two opposing political positions to colonialism, first praising 
and then criticizing the Belgians, first espousing Western capitalist and then adopting non-
Western conceptions of universality. 
Sartre’s preface to Lumumba’s writings was the culmination of a long engagement on the 
part of the French writer and philosopher with the question of how Hegelian universality is to be 
understood in contexts of racialized and colonial exploitation.4 Over the years, Sartre had 
developed a tried and tested Hegelian method of critical reading, which he used to produce 
readings of thinkers and writers whose work he sought to promote and legitimize.  In the 
immediate postwar years, Sartre had applied this method of critical reading to the question of race 
and racism, most notably in his Anti-Semite and Jew, which was published shortly after liberation, 
as well as Black Orpheus, his 1948 preface to Léopold Senghor’s An Anthology of African and 
Malagasy Poetry in French. It was in these texts that Sartre first developed a political theory based 
on his early philosophical notion of the “situation” into which every free consciousness is thrown. 
																																																						
4 See Noureddine Lamouchi, Jean-Paul Sartre et le Tiers Monde: Rhétorique d’un discours anticolonialiste (Paris: 
L’Harmattan, 1996) and Paige Arthur, Unfinished Projects: Decolonization and the Philosophy of Jean-Paul Sartre 
(London & New York: Verso, 2010). 
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Echoing his seminal Being and Nothingness and his early theatrical work 5, Sartre argued that from 
within its particular situation every free consciousness needs to make ethical choices that either 
authentically assume our human freedom, or inauthentically hide from the responsibility that 
these moral decisions entail. 
As in his Saint Genet, the question of universality was already central to Sartre’s argument 
in these early essays. Anti-Semite and Jew was at heart a critique of the kind of democratic 
universalism and human rights discourse that was being propagated in the postwar years, at the 
time chiefly in response to the horrors of the Holocaust. Sartre discusses how the question of 
exclusion based on race is effectively glossed over by democratic universalism. For Sartre, the lack 
of attention to the individual situation of the racialized other amounted to nothing other than 
racism, or in this case, anti-Semitism. If the anti-Semite, Sartre argued, wants to destroy the Jew, 
eradicate him from society, and leave her nothing but a position of subalternity, the universalist 
																																																						
5 Sartre first launched his concept of the situation in Being in Nothingness, where he notably gives a set of examples 
of what a situation may entail: “(…) climate and the earth, race and class, language, the history of the collectivity of 
which he is a part, heredity, the individual circumstances of childhood, acquired habits, the great and small events of 
his life,” in Sartre, Being and Nothingness: An Essay on Phenomenological Ontology, tr. Hazel Barnes (New York: 
Philosophical Library, 1956), p. 482; “(…) le climat et la terre, la race et la classe, la langue, l’histoire de la collectivité 
dont il fait partie, l’héridité, les circonstances individuelles de son enfance, les habitudes acquises, les grands et les 
petits événements de sa vie,” in Jean-Paul Sartre, L’Être et le néant: Essai d’ontologie phénoménologique (Paris: 
Gallimard, 1943), p. 538. It was also in this section of his magnum opus that Sartre first made the famous analogy of 
the prisoner who is able to assume the burden of his freedom by making ethical choices and taking actions that lead 
him to recognize that he is a free human being. In line with his essay Anti-Semite and Jew, Sartre’s plays, written 
mostly during and in the years after the war, also deliberately staged characters plunged into historically specified 
tragic situations which force them to make authentic choices and assume the burden of responsibility that undergirds 
human freedom. Sartre referred to these types of scenarios as “limit situations [situations-limites]” in his 1947 theater 
manifesto For a Theater of Situations. A character like Orestes in The Flies, for instance, assumes his moral 
responsibility by committing himself to achieving vengeance for his father’s death, much like Lizzie does in The 
Respectful Prostitute by refusing to testify against a black man in the Jim Crow South. These characters make ethical 
choices based on universally acknowledged morals from within a complex socio-political situation which forges and 
drives those universal ethical constructs. See Jean-Paul Sartre, “For a Theater of Situations,” in Michel Contat and 
Michel Rybelka eds., Sartre on Theater, Richard McLeary tr. (London: Quartet, 1976), p. 4; Jean-Paul Sartre, “Pour un 





democrat “wishes to destroy him as a Jew and leave nothing in him but the man, the abstract and 
universal subject of the rights of man and the rights of the citizen.”6 What Sartre proposed in an 
effort to counter this discriminatory strand of abstract universality, then, was precisely his notion 
of the situation.7 
The only authentic choice the Jew can make, Sartre continues, is to responsibly assume the 
situation of Jewishness that he or she has been thrown into. The authentic Jew was a Jew who 
“abandons the myth of universal man,”8 who responsibly confronts her situation of racialized 
alterity in the eyes of society. Only then the option of turning this situation around, of undertaking 
projects of self-realization or collective politics can even be imagined. Aligning himself once again 
with the Hegelian dialectic9, Sartre argued how a lack of attention to predetermined socio-political 
conditions took away any possibility for dialectical struggle. If a position of racialized difference 
and exclusion is denied in the name of universalist democracy, there is no room for political action, 
no chance to fight for recognition and civil rights. While Sartre, then, clearly opposed the kind of 
democratic universalism that would underwrite Cold War geopolitics in the capitalist West, he did 
																																																						
6 Jean-Paul Sartre, Anti-Semite and Jew, tr. George J. Becker (New York: Schocken Books, 1965), p. 57; “celui-ci veut 
le détruire comme Juif pour ne conserver en lui que l’homme, le sujet abstrait et universel des droits de l’homme et du 
citoyen,” in Jean-Paul Sartre, Réflexions sur la question juive, (Paris: Gallimard, 1954), p. 68. 
 
 
7 “To be in a situation, as we see it, is to choose oneself in a situation, and men differ from one another in their situations 
and also in the choices they themselves make of themselves,” in Anti-Semite and Jew, p. 60; “Être en situation, selon 
nous, cela signifie se choisir en situation et les hommes diffèrent entre eux comme leurs situations font entre elles et 
aussi selon le choix qu’ils font de leur propre personne,” in Réflexions sur la question juive, p. 72. 
 
 
8 Anti-Semite and Jew, p. 136; “abandonne le mythe de l’homme universel,” in Réflexions sur la question juive, p. 166. 
 
 
9 See Anti-Semite and Jew, p. 79; Réflexions sur la question juive, p. 96. 
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propose an alternative notion of universality. The difference was that his universality was one 
conditioned by the boundaries of race, gender, class, and geographical location.  
Apart from Anti-Semite and Jew, Sartre’s most explicit and controversial engagement with 
the question of race was his 1948 preface to an anthology of poetry edited by Senghor—a text that 
would become infamous a decade later when Frantz Fanon critiqued it. The preface, titled Black 
Orpheus, once again espoused a critical method that was in line with the Hegelian dialectic. Sartre 
was taking his analysis a step further here. Unlike the Jew, he argued from the outset, the black 
cannot easily be inserted into the single, universal humanity propagated by democratic 
universalism. The color of his or her skin—what Sartre called the “situation of the black”10—
impedes the black to claim either “abstract uncolored humanity”11 in the broad sense, or full 
membership of an exclusively white proletarian class in the narrow Marxian sense. If the situation 
of Jewishness is defined by colorblind racism, and that of the white proletariat by the enigmatic 
grey zone of the hidden Marxian laws of surplus value and abstract average labor, the situation of 
the black is one at first sight defined by a highly visible position of racial difference. 
Sartre knew at the same time that what he called, using a Heideggerian term, the “being-
in-the-world of the Negro,”12 went beyond the mere color line. Central to Sartre’s analysis was the 
so-called gaze of the other. Much like homosexuality was a construct of another free 
consciousness—who perceives a given subjectivity as gay or lesbian—blackness, for Sartre, was a 
																																																						
10 Jean-Paul Sartre, Black Orpheus, tr. S. W. Allen (Paris: Présence africaine, 1976), p. 31; “la situation du noir,” in 
Jean-Paul Sartre, “Orphée noir,” in Léopold Sédar Senghor ed., Antologie de la nouvelle poésie nègre et malgache de 
langue française (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1948), p. XXIII. 
 
 
11 Black Orpheus, p. 15; “cette abstraite humanité incolore,” in “Orphée noir”, p. XIV. 
 
 
12 Black Orpheus, p. 41; “l’être-dans-le-monde du Nègre,” in “Orphée noir”, p. XXIX. 
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situation outlined by the gaze of the white. “Black is not color,” Sartre warns his reader, “it is the 
destruction of this borrowed sheen which falls from the white sun.”13 Blackness is in other words 
pure negativity, defined only by that which it is not. And it is as pure negativity that blackness is 
able to define itself as a productive and strategic identity, that blackness can begin to move into the 
historical stage of négritude and form the basis for a collective struggle that seeks to overcome this 
very situation, this very blackness.  
“Liberty,” Sartre claims enigmatically a few lines down, “is the color of the night.”14 Sartre 
had written these words in part in response to one of Aimé Césaire’s poems included in Senghor’s 
anthology. The poem, titled “Barbare,” was published in the same year as the anthology in Césaire’s 
Soleil cou coupé collection. One line in particular had grabbed Sartre’s attention: “nos faces belles 
comme le vrai pouvoir opératoire de la négation [our faces beautiful like the real operatory power 
of negation].”15 It was as if Césaire had foreshadowed Sartre’s Hegelian critique, as if he had 
conveniently prefigured the metaphors of the black gaze and face—defined as pure negativity “in 
the face of white”16—that return throughout Sartre’s text.17  
																																																						
13 Black Orpheus, p. 30; “Le noir n’est pas une couleur, c’est la destruction de cette clarté d’emprunt qui tombe du 
soleil blanc,” in “Orphée noir”, p. XXIII. 
 
 
14 Black Orpheus, p. 30; “La liberté est couleur de nuit,” in “Orphée noir”, p. XXIII. 
 
 




16 Black Orpheus, p. 15; “en face du blanc,” in “Orphée noir”, p. XIV. 
 
 
17 In a text he wrote in 1987 for a conference organized in his honor at Florida International University, Césaire 
commented on the question of  négritude understood as Hegelian negativity: “The universal, of course, but not 
through negation, but as a deepening of our own singularity.” Own translation. “L’universel, bien sûr, mais non pas 
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From the very beginning, faces and gazes do indeed crowd Sartre’s page. “Today,” he writes 
in one of the first paragraphs, “these black men have fixed their gaze upon us and our gaze is 
thrown back in our eyes; black torches, in their turn, light the world and our white heads are only 
small lanterns balanced in the wind [petits lampions balancés par le vent].”18  A  little further on 
black faces are likened to “nocturnal memories that haunt our times [qui hantent nos jours].”19 
Sartre’s use of this imagery was clearly not coincidental. The phenomenological exploration of the 
gaze, face, and painted portrait was a central preoccupation of Sartre’s during the war and in the 
immediate postwar years, with the famous scene at the Bouville portrait gallery in Nausea as one 
of its most well-known examples. Significantly, in the same year as his Black Orpheus preface, 
Sartre published a short essay titled “Visages” or “Faces,” as part of a collaboration with the 
German painter and photographer Alfred Otto Wolfgang Schulz, also known as Wols. In this rare 
and little-known essay, Sartre argues that, from a phenomenological perspective, the human face 
is akin to a channel through which ever evasive universal time momentarily surfaces and reveals 
itself. “The face,” he writes here, “fabricates its own time amid universal time.”20 Unlike the body, 
																																																						
par négation, mais comme approfondissement de notre propre singularité,” in Aimé Césaire, Discours sur le 
colonialisme, suivi de Discours sur la Négritude (Paris: Présence Africaine, 2004), p. 92. 
18 Black Orpheus, p. 7-8; Aujourd’hui ces hommes noirs nous regardent et notre regard rentre dans nos yeux; des 
torches noires, à leur tour, éclairent le monde et nos têtes blanches ne sont plus que de petits lampions balancés par le 
vent,” in “Orphée noir”, p. IX. 
 
 
19 Black Orpheus, p. 30; “ces souvenirs nocturnes qui hantent nos jours,” in “Orphée noir”, p. XXIII. 
 
 
20 Own translation. “le visage fabrique son propre temps au milieu du temps universel,” in Jean-Paul Sartre, Visages, 
précédé de Portraits officiels, avec 4 pointes-sèches de Wols (Paris: Seghers, 1948), p. 28. 
	 129 
which “absorbs the universe like a blotter absorbs ink,”21 the face, and the gaze in particular, “makes 
the universe suddenly appear, and in doing that very thing, escapes from the universe.”22  
The face captured precisely what Sartre had implied in his philosophical concept of the 
situation, or what he would later refer to as the “singular universal.” The face is a situation, too. It 
is the face that asymptotically forges and drives universality without ever fully capturing it. The 
question of the face, then, was significant for Sartre’s understanding of race. In Sartre’s mind, the 
only option left for the black was to fully claim his situation, her face, her négritude, and assume 
the responsibility that came with it. Only then could the black move beyond his situation, inscribe 
herself in what Sartre called the “dialectic law of successive transformations,”23 and collectively take 








                 
                 Figs. 1-2 Otto “Wols” Schulz, drypoint engravings for Jean-Paul Sartre, Visages (1948) 
  Images courtesy Réserve des livres rares, Bibliothèque nationale de France 
																																																						
21 Own translation. “Il absorbe l’univers comme un buvard absorbe l’encre,” in Visages, p. 33. 
 
 
22 Own translation. “fait apparaître soudain l’Univers et, par là même, s’évade de l’univers,” in Visages, p. 40. 
 
 
23 Black Orpheus, p. 31; “la loi dialectique des transformations successives,” in “Orphée noir”, p. XXIII. 
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The dialectical becoming of the black, Sartre explains in Black Orpheus, takes place in the 
shape of a “progressive ascent”24 through an intermediary phase of négritude—a necessary 
moment of negation of racism through an emphasis on black identity—only to ultimately self-
destruct this “antiracist racist”25 position in order to overcome identitarianism and racial 
difference. The moment of negativity embodied by négritude was for Sartre akin to the antithetical 
stage in the Hegelian sense, and the disappearance of race was the ultimate synthesis of this 
progression. In other words, the assumption of négritude was but a necessary rite of passage 
through the singular and the particular en route to what Sartre called “the dawn of the universal.” 
The universal, as was the case in the face, is always already announced in the particular:   
Negritude is not a state, it is pure surpassing of itself, it is love. It is at the moment that it renounces 
itself that it finds itself; it is at the moments it consents to lose that it has won. From the man of color 
and from him alone can it be asked to renounce pride in his color. It is he who marches on a ridge 
[une crête] between the past particularism which he has just climbed and the future universalism 
which will be the twilight of his Negritude; it is he who lives particularism to the end to find thereby 
the dawn of the universal. (…) Thus Negritude is dialectic; it is not only nor primarily the unfolding 
of atavistic instincts; it represents the surpassing of a fixed situation by a free consciousness.26  
 
Sartre’s metaphor of the ridge between particularism and universalism returns with a twist in his 
critical analysis of the poems included in Senghor’s anthology. In a lengthy section of the preface, 
Sartre displaces his understanding of race and négritude to the question of poetics and language. 
																																																						
24 Black Orpheus, p. 31; “une ascèse progressive,” in “Orphée noir”, p. XXIII. 
 
 
25 Black Orpheus, p. 15; “racisme antiraciste,” in “Orphée noir”, p. XIV. 
 
 
26 Black Orpheus, p. 63. I modified S.W. Allen’s translation of the French “conscience” with the in my view more 
correct “consciousness”; “La Négritude n’est pas un état, elle est pur dépassement d’elle-même, elle est amour. C’est 
au moment où elle se renounce qu’elle se trouve; c’est au moment où elle accepte de perdre qu’elle a gagné: à l’homme 
de couleur et à lui seul il peut être demandé de renoncer à la fierté de sa couleur. Il est celui qui marche sur une crête 
entre le particularisme passé qu’il vient de gravir et l’universalisme future qui sera le crepuscule de sa négritude; celui 
qui vit jusqu’au bout le particularisme pour y trouver l’aurore de l’universel. (…) Ainsi la Négritude est dialectique; 
elle n’est pas seulement ni surtout l’épanouissement d’instinct ataviques; elle figure le dépassement d’une situation 
définie par des consciences libres,” in “Orphée noir”, p. XLII-XLIII. 
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“He can scarcely express negritude in prose,”27 Sartre claims of the black writers included in the 
anthology. The reason so many black writers writing in the French language turned to poetry, 
Sartre contends, was because the imprecise, veiled nature of poetic language both eluded 
metropolitan censorship and allowed the black writer to fully assume his situation by constructing 
an identity embodied in a unique literary style. The poetic language of négritude writing was 
precisely what enabled the black writer to continue onwards and upwards on her march towards 
the transgression of the ridge between particularism and universalism. Poetry allowed the black 
writer to assume a position of negativity in a relentless dialectical struggle to achieve the ultimate 
synthesis of a raceless society. 
 Significantly, Sartre’s preface addressed the question of translatability. Black colonial 
writers turned to French, he argues, because they lacked a common language to convey their work. 
The French language enabled black writers to make their work matter politically by reaching large 
audiences both in the metropole and the Francophone colonial world. Sartre puts forward that any 
“society” or identity is defined by what he calls the “untranslatable locutions of its language.”28 The 
contours of a language, he argues, only emerge when translatability into another language is 
arrested. The black writer did not belong to a specific native language, since he had been “dispersed 
by the slave trade to the four corners of the earth.”29 The only way she could claim universality was 
																																																						
27 Black Orpheus, p. 24; “Il ne dira point sa négritude en prose,” in “Orphée noir”, p. XIX. 
 
 
28 Black Orpheus, p. 22; “locutions intraduisibles de son langage,” in “Orphée noir”, p. XVIII. 
 
 
29 Black Orpheus, p. 22; “Dispersés par la traite aux quatre coins du monde,” in “Orphée noir”, p. XVIII. 
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by espousing the language of the oppressor, by making the untranslatable locutions of the 
colonizers her own.  
The black writer, Sartre continues his argument, “installs in himself the thinking machine 
[l’appareil-à-penser] of the enemy as if it were a grinder [broyeuse].”30 Sartre’s use of the word 
broyeuse—in and of itself an untranslatable—is significant here. In order to become untranslatable 
themselves, in order to negatively construct a black identity, black writers had to install the 
thinking machine of the white oppressor in their minds and bodies. They had to put the French 
language through their poetic grinders or crushers in order to render the untranslatable locutions 
of the metropole into new untranslatables the exploiter was in turn unable to appropriate. The 
tactics of poetry allowed them to appropriate the language of the whites, to turn it into a poetic 
code that enabled them to “communicate without witnesses.”31  
Sartre had given his argument about the translatability and universality of black writers 
more depth by embedding it in his philosophical project of the postwar years. Poetic words and 
language were for Sartre akin to his conception of the face and the gaze. They were momentary, 
situated, and singular conveyers of the universal. The black poetic experience, much like Genet’s 
experience as a queer artist, had sprung from a “feeling of failure before the language,”32 a sudden 
																																																						
30 Translation modified. S.W. Allen’s translation has: “He brands himself with the thinking apparatus of the enemy as 
with an embossment,” in Black Orpheus, p. 23; “il installe en lui, comme une broyeuse, l’appareil-à-penser de 
l’ennemi,” in “Orphée noir”, p. XVIII. 
 
 
31 Black Orpheus, p. 26; “communiquer entre eux sans témoins,” in “Orphée noir”, p. XX. Sartre’s metaphor of the 
grinder of untranslatability is perhaps reminiscent of that of a later French theorist, Michel de Certeau, whose concept 
of the perruque—factory workers using the means of production of the master to make works of art in their own 
time—also implies a tactical operation on the part of the oppressed. Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, 
tr. Steven Rendall (Berkeley & Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1988), p. 25-26; L’Invention du quotidien 
1. Arts de faire (Paris : Union Générale d’Éditions, 1980), p. 43-44. 
 
 
32 Black Orpheus, p. 24; “ce sentiment d’échec devant le langage,” in “Orphée noir”, p. XIX. 
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dialectically shaped insight that prosaic language would never be able to show a glimpse of the 
universal. Only a responsibly lived socio-political situation was conducive to universality. Prosaic, 
unwrought, and unaware uses of the language, Sartre contends in Black Orpheus, are “like sensory 
organs, like the mouth and the hands, open windows to the world.”33 They are the ink blotters of 
the universal. Only when a situated subject arrives at the dialectical moment of the realization that 
he or she is situated and conditioned by the gaze of the other, can real poetry or literature arise. 
Only when the black writer fully assumes this situation by poetically creating his or her own 
untranslatable locutions that together make up a language—in part in response to the failure of 
prosaic parlance—does this “babbling fall outside of us.”34 Only then can we see “the folly of the 
enterprise of naming”35 in plain sight and are we able to move forwards on our idiosyncratic 
dialectical paths. Only if we realize the singular untranslatability of language, and embrace it as 
such, do our words become poetry in the classical, etymological sense of the word—only then can 
we begin to do things with words, to make things happen. “Being,” Sartre concludes enigmatically, 
“raises itself before us as a tower of silence, and if we still wish to capture it, it can only be through 
silence.”36 
																																																						
33 Black Orpheus, p. 25; “ce sont des organses sensoriels, des bouches, des mains, des fenêtres ouvertes sur le monde,” 
in “Orphée noir”, p. XIX. 
 
 
34 Translation modified. S.W. Allen’s translation has: “this babel falls outside of us,” in Black Orpheus, p. 25; “ce 
bavardage tombe hors de nous,” in “Orphée noir”, p. XIX. 
 
 
35 Translation modified. S. W. Allen’s translation has: “the folly of the enterprise of speech,” in Black Orpheus, p. 25; 
“la folle entreprise de nommer,” in “Orphée noir”, p. XIX. 
 
 
36 Black Orpheus, p. 25; “l’être se dresse devant nous comme une tour de silence e si nous voulons encore le capter, ce 
ne peut être que pour le silence,” in “Orphée noir”, p. XIX. 
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Sartre’s analysis had an immediate impact on anticolonial thought. “I do not have to look 
for the universal [Je n’ai pas à rechercher l’universel],” Frantz Fanon wrote in his Black Skin, White 
Masks as early as 1952, “No probability has any place inside me. My Negro consciousness does not 
hold itself out as a lack [ne se donne pas comme manque]. It is. It is its own follower.”37 Fanon’s 
first book was an event that would take the decolonizing world by storm. Fanon had given 
anticolonialism a critical voice, and he had done so from within a position of colonial oppression. 
Throughout Black Skin, White Masks, Fanon intricately deconstructs the early Sartre’s anticolonial 
and antiracist writings. Fanon at times praises Sartre’s groundbreaking insights, calling certain 
pages from Anti-Semite and Jew “the finest that I have ever read.”38 Yet, perhaps more significantly, 
he at the same time does not shy away from positioning himself as one of Sartre’s fiercest critics. 
With his Black Orpheus in particular, Fanon would contend, Sartre had “destroyed black 
enthusiasm.”39 
Fanon reproached Sartre that by calling négritude a mere stage in the dialectical 
progression of the black writer toward achieving the ultimate, universal synthesis of a raceless 
society, he had not only robbed the black of his identity, but ultimately misunderstood the colonial 
situation itself. The colonized subject of color, Fanon contented, was in a voiceless position of 
																																																						
37 Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, tr. Charles Markmann (London: Pluto, 2008), p. 103; “Je n’ai pas à 
rechercher l’universel. En mon sein nulle probabilité ne prend place. Ma conscience nègre ne se donne pas comme 




38 Black Skin, White Masks, p. 140; les plus belles que nous ayons jamais lues,” in Peau noire, masques blancs, p. 176. 
 
 
39 Translation modified. “Jean-Paul Sartre, in this work, had destroyed black zeal,” in Black Skin, White Masks, p. 103; 
“Jean-Paul Sartre, dans cette étude, a détruit l’enthousiasme noir,” in Peau noire, masques blancs, p. 131. 
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exploitation that could not but complicate Sartre’s Hegelian understanding. “In the 
Weltanschauung of a colonized people,” he wrote, “there is an impurity, a flaw [une tare] that 
outlaws any ontological explanation.”40 His use of the word tare, which literally means “defect” or 
“pathological condition,” is significant here. Fanon was a psychiatrist by trade. When he 
deconstructed Sartre’s Hegelian reading of négritude, he did so in part from a psychological and 
sociological perspective. Négritude, Fanon would argue, was not a mere antithetical phase of 
antiracist racism. It was a condition, a tare, a socio-psychological construct that had taken shape 
over centuries of exploitation and oppression. The ideal of the black achieving universality 
dialectically was an illusion, Sartre’s “existentialisation of race”41 a vain philosophical projection. 
The black under decolonization, Fanon argued, was indeed aspiring to universality, was “aiming 
for the universal,”42 was “universalizing himself,”43 but this universality was merely granted from 
above, was instituted by the white oppressor in a discursive effort to stymie all too radically 
anticolonial aspirations. The “deviant Hegelian”44 Fanon concludes in his famous reading of 
Hegel’s allegory of Lordship and Bondage that if the black is freed by the master, if “he did not 
																																																						
40 Black Skin, White Masks, p. 82; “Il y a dans le Weltanschauung d’un peuple colonisé, une impureté, une tare, qui 
interdit toute explication ontologique,” in Peau noire, masques blancs, p. 107. 
 
 
41 Robert Bernasconi, “The European Knows and Does Not Know: Fanon’s Response to Sartre,” in Max Silverman ed., 
Frantz Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks: New Interdisciplinary Essays (Manchester & New York: Manchester 
University Press, 2005), p. 106. 
 
 
42 Black Skin, White Masks, p. 143; “vise l’universel,” in Peau noire, masques blancs, p. 180. 
 
 
43 Black Skin, White Masks, p. 144; “s’universalise,” in Peau noire, masques blancs, p. 181. 
 
 
44 Robyn Marasco uses this epithet in her recent book: “I, too, read Fanon as a “deviant Hegelian” for who the 
experience of freedom is bound to the fate of the dialectic. (…) Fanon is (…) in the distinguished company of Black 
theorists drawing from Hegel to map the antinomies of consciousness and the task of liberation,” in Robyn Marasco, 
The Highway of Despair: Critical Theory After Hegel (New York: Columbia University Press, 2015), p. 147. 
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fight for his freedom,”45 the black has not achieved true dialectical synthesis—he has slipped away 
from universality. If universality was bestowed by the master from above, it was but a mere salve 
on the tare of millennial exploitation.46 
Sartre had heard Fanon loud and clear, even if it would take him almost a decade to 
respond. In his controversial preface to the first edition of Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth, 
Sartre was forced to rethink his early anticolonial and antiracist work. Echoing Fanon’s 
fundamental insights from Black Skin, White Masks, yet never explicitly acknowledging Fanon’s 
early critique of his Hegelian method, the newly marxisant thinker of the early 1960s would re-
read colonized and racialized subjectivity as a “singular universal,” as a subject that achieves 
universality while remaining solidly anchored inside a historically embedded situation.47 I discuss 
below how after hearing Fanon’s critique, Sartre now realized that Western, Hegelian conceptions 
of universality had failed to recognize that that their own deconstruction was inaugurated by the 
singular moment of decolonization. Decolonization was not just the liberation of formerly 
colonized people. It meant the demise of the universal aspirations of European, and by extension 
																																																						
45 Black Skin, White Masks, p. 171; “n’a pas soutenu la lutte pour la liberté,” in Peau noire, masques blancs, p. 212. 
 
 
46 “Fanon held firmly to the view that racially based identity claims on the part of non-European subjects in colonized 
situations carried an irreducible, cathartic importance. In Fanon’s view, in other words, Sartre’s Black Orpheus fails 
fully to appreciate this importance when Sartre reduces black anti-racist racialism to a merely formative ‘stage’ in a 
larger dialectical-historical process,” in James Penney, “Passing into the Universal: Fanon, Sartre, and the Colonial 
Dialectic,” Paragraph 27.3 (2008), p. 56. 
 
 
47 Sartre’s preface remains controversial to this day. Astute critics like Sonia Kruks have recently noted how Sartre’s 
notion of a singular universality proposed in his preface ultimately echoed Fanon’s critique. Even Sartre’s early 
understanding of négritude as a Hegelian phase of “anti-racist racism,” Kruks argues, foreshadowed contemporary 
critiques of identity politics: “This recasting of an earlier universalistic politics of recognition that today culminates in 
identity politics had, I believe, its classic philosophical formulation in the early works of Sartre and Fanon,” in Sonia 
Kruks, “Fanon, Sartre, and Identity Politics,” in Lewis R. Gordon e.a. eds., Fanon: A Critical Reader (Oxford: Blackwell, 
1996), p. 123. 
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Eurocentric, philosophy. The historical singularity of decolonization, Sartre now acknowledged in 
name of his fellow whites, entailed “the striptease of our humanism.”48 Decolonization had brought 
to light that Western conceptions of universality had been but an “illusory ideology, the exquisite 
justification for pillage,”49 a racist doctrine that served to keep the colonized in a position of 
subhuman silence.50  
 
In 1964, a 75-year old Martin Heidegger was invited to give a talk at a symposium organized 
at UNESCO’s headquarters in Paris on the occasion of the Kierkegaard centenary. The symposium, 
stated the organization’s Secretary General in his opening speech, was part of a series of events 
UNESCO had organized in an effort to “pay homage to certain thinkers and artists whose works 
are today the common good of humankind.”51 In the audience was the cream of the crop of the 
European intelligentsia of the day: Emmanuel Lévinas, Lucien Goldmann, Karl Jaspers, and 
significantly, Jean-Paul Sartre. By then, Heidegger and Sartre already had a long history52, and both 
																																																						
48 Jean-Paul Sartre, Preface to Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, in Colonialism and Neocolonialism, p. 150; 
“le strip-tease de notre humanisme,” in Situations, V: colonialisme et néocolonialisme, p. 186. 
 
 
49 Colonialism and Neocolonialism, p. 150; “ce n’était qu’une idéologie menteuse, l’exquise justification du pillage,” in 
Situations, V: colonialisme et néocolonialisme, p. 186. 
 
 
50 “Sartre pares away the pieties and vanities of Enlightenment universalism to reveal its tolerance of racist ideas and 
practices,” in Homi Bhaba, “Framing Fanon,” in Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, tr. Richard Philcox (New 
York: Grove Press, 2004), p. xxxvi. 
 
 
51 Own translation. “de rendre hommage à certains des penseurs et des artistes dont les oeuvres sont aujourd’hui le 
bien commun de l’humanité,” in René Maheu, “Allocution,” in Kierkegaard vivant: Colloque organisé par l’Unesco à 
Paris du 21 au 23 avril 1964 (Paris: Gallimard, 1966), p. 9. 
 
 
52 Ethan Kleinberg has provided historical context to the so-called “second reading” of Heidegger in France, which 
postdates the pivotal moment of the publication of the “Letter on Humanism”: “The Gallic version of Heidegger now 
came face-to-face with Heidegger’s philosophy itself. For younger French students, the Heidegger who arrived on the 
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philosophers seemed to have accounts to settle with one another. Published in 1946 in response to 
a letter from the French intellectual Jean Bauffret, Heidegger had written his famous “Letter on 
Humanism” in large part to dismiss Sartre’s own “Existentialism is a Humanism” essay. Sartre’s 
humanism—which at heart was a tactical concept used to situate existentialism between the 
“competing universalities” of Marxism on the one hand and Christianity on the other—was in 
Heidegger’s view a desperate attempt to reclaim metaphysics in spite of the radical theoretical 
advances of existential phenomenology.53  
Heidegger’s paper at UNESCO, titled “The End of Philosophy and the Task of Thinking,”54 
echoed many of the premises of his “Letter on Humanism.” One of the central concepts of 
Heidegger’s thought was his idea of the “lighting” or “clearing” [Lichtung] of Being. Being literally 
“lights itself” into language, Being is “perpetually under way to language,” Heidegger had already 
argued in his Letter.55 This emphasis on a new strand of theory able to elucidate the 
phenomenological lighting of Being into concrete human language and thought, returns in the 
UNESCO paper. What sets the paper apart, is Heidegger’s damning diagnosis of the state of 
																																																						
scene via the “Letter” seemed even more radical than Sartre because he completely detached the ego cogito from the 
philosophical investigation,” in Ethan Kleinberg, “The ‘Letter on Humanism’: Reading Heidegger in France,” in 
Jonathan Judaken & Robert Bernasconi eds., Situation Existentialism: Key Texts in Context (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2012), p. 393. 
 
 
53 “(…) every humanism remains metaphysical,” in Martin Heidegger, “Letter on Humanism,” tr. Frank A. Capuzzi & 
J. Glenn Gray, in David F. Krell ed., Basic Writings: From Being and Time (1927) to The Task of Thinking (1964) 
(London: Harper & Row, 1977); “(…) bleibt jeder Humanismus metaphysisch,” in Martin Heidegger, “Brief über den 
Humanismus,” in Wegmarken (Frankfurt am Main: Klostermann, 1967), p. 153. 
54 The first publication of Heidegger’s paper occurred in French translation in the proceedings of the Kierkegaard 
colloquium as Martin Heidegger, “La fin de la philosophie et la tâche de la pensée,” in Kierkegaard vivant, p. 167-205. 
 
 
55 “Letter on Humanism,” p. 239; “(…) sich lichtend (…) es ist stets unterwegs zu ihr,” in “Brief über den 
Humanismus”, p. 192. 
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contemporary philosophy. Heidegger was increasingly doubtful of the effectiveness of philosophy 
amid the geopolitics of the Cold War, a world dominated by the scientific and technological 
prowess of the military industrial complex. Already in the early 1950s, in his famous “The Question 
Concerning Technology” essay, Heidegger had warned against what he called the danger of 
“enframing” or “Gestell” of technology.56 “Philosophy is ending in the present age,” he now 
admonished at UNESCO, “it has found its place in the scientific attitude of socially active 
humanity.” Perhaps, he concluded woefully in a nod to his own strand of phenomenology, “there 
is a thinking which is more sober-minded than the incessant frenzy of rationalization and the 
intoxicating quality of cybernetics.”57 
Heidegger was not the only philosopher who by the 1960s was wrestling with Sartre’s 
philosophy. The 1960s in France were of course the years of the dawn of structuralism and 
poststructuralism, and witnessed the publication of such classics as Claude Lévi-Strauss’s The 
Savage Mind and Jacques Derrida’s Of Grammatology. This new generation of intellectuals did 
not fail to criticize Sartre’s omnipresent philosophical project, and at times directly attacked his 
anticolonial politics.58 Sartre’s all-encompassing method of critical reading, they would argue, did 
																																																						
56 In her Freudian Robot, Lydia Liu makes an interesting connection between the metaphor of a hydroelectric plant in 
the river Rhine as an example of enframing in Heidegger’s “The Question Concerning Technology” and Heisenberg’s 
use of the classical Chinese parable of the water sweep by Zhuangzi, in Lydia H. Liu, The Freudian Robot: Digital 
Media and the Future of the Unconscious (Chicago & London: The University of Chicago Press, 2010), p. 3-8. 
 
 
57 “The End of Philosophy and the Task of Thinking”, in Basic Writings, p. 391; “Vielleicht gibt es ein Denken das 
nüchterner ist als das unaufhaltsame Rasen der Rationalisierung und das Fortreiβende der Kybernetik,” in Martin 
Heidegger, “Das Ende der Philosophie und die Aufgabe des Denkens,” in Zur Sache des Denkens (Tübingen: Max 
Niemeyer Verlag, 1969), p. 79. 
 
 
58 In the “History and the Dialectic” chapter of his Savage Mind, Claude Lévi-Strauss had criticized Sartre’s analysis of 
the Algerian war in his Critique of Dialectical Reason: “(…) it is striking that the situations which Sartre uses as a 
starting point for extracting the formal conditions of social reality are all secondary incidentals of life in society; and 
they cannot therefore serve to disclose its foundations,” in Claude Lévi-Strauss, The Savage Mind (London: 
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far too little to question its own philosophical, essentially Eurocentric premises. Perhaps, they 
would put forward at the same time, Sartre’s ambitious project of universal existential philosophy 
was too gargantuan to live up to the challenges of the fast-paced age of cybernetics. What could 
Sartre add, they wondered, to an entirely new paradigm characterized by structural analyses of 
cultural constructs that aimed to turn philosophy into a science? 
Intellectual historians like Michael Roth have shown how Sartre obstinately continued to 
expand his philosophical enterprise in spite of the changing times.59 It was in the 1960s that Sartre 
would further develop the Hegelian method of critical reading he had proposed in the previous 
decades in book-length essays like his Saint Genet and prefaces like Black Orpheus. One of the 
most notable differences with Sartre’s earlier approach was a stronger emphasis on Marxist 
philosophy and thought. If Sartre’s work of the immediate postwar had investigated the question 
of race as an existential “situation,” in the years after Bandung, and in the wake of the anticolonial 
movements it symbolized, a newly “marxisant” Sartre became increasingly involved with specific 
																																																						
Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1966), p. 250; “Car il est frappant que les situations à partir desquelles Sartre cherche à 
dégager les conditions formelles de la réalité sociale (…) soient toutes des incidences secondaires de la vie en société; 
elles ne peuvent donc server à dégager ses fondements,” in Claude Lévi-Strauss, La Pensée sauvage, in Vincent Debaene 
ed., Oeuvres (Paris: Gallimard, 2008), p. 827. On Lévi-Strauss’ critique of Sartre’s analysis of the Algerian war, see also 
James Le Sueur, Uncivil War: Intellectuals and Identity Politics During the Decolonization of Algeria (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2001), p. 229. 
 
 
59 “(…) there seems to have been a shift in attention during this decade, and by the 1960s, Hegelian historicism (often 
linked, of course, with Marxism) was the object of a new sort of critique, one waged under the banner of Nietzsche. 
The great exception to this trend was Sartre, who in the 1960s was still working on political problems within a 
paradigm of historicism,” in Michael Roth, Knowing and History: Appropriations of Hegel in Twentieth-Century 




political projects. Sartre’s anticolonial prefaces to figures like Fanon and Lumumba effectively 
became such direct political interventions in the historical sea changes of his time.60  
Strikingly, in his own paper for the 1964 Kierkegaard symposium, titled “Kierkegaard: The 
Singular Universal,” Sartre was already testing the water for his expanded method of critical 
reading. The paper was where he first launched the concept of the “singular universal” or “universel 
singulier,” a term Sartre would continue to use throughout the 1960s and 1970s in an attempt to 
inflate the semantic spectrum of his earlier notion of the existential situation. “Because of the 
necessity of anchorage,” Sartre declared at UNESCO, “there can be no incarnation of the universal 
other than in the irreducible opacity of the singular.”61 Kierkegaard was an important reference for 
Sartre in this philosophical undertaking. If for Hegel the particular was a mere stage or phase in 
the dialectical progression towards the universal, Kierkegaard’s notion of anchored universality 
implied that the universal was always already incarnated inside an “irreducible singularity”62 and 
conditioned by the contingencies and stochasticity of everyday lived experience. “Man, 
																																																						
60 Most commentators agree that the cut-off date for Sartre’s Marxist or political turn is early 1960, when he published 
his foreword to one of the most noted novels of his contemporary and former fellow student at the École Normale 
Supérieure—Paul Nizan’s Aden Arabie. Nizan engaged with Marxism at a much earlier age than Sartre, and his 
political views were more aligned with communist orthodoxy. Sartre’s reintroduction of Nizan’s largely forgotten work 
to new audiences was effectively a political act. “Shall we tell the youth of today,” Sartre wrote in his preface, “ ‘Be 
Cuban, be Russian or Chinese, whichever you prefer, be African?’ They will reply that it’s a little late to change their 
birth. (…) Who will speak to these ‘angry young men’? Who can shed light on their violence? Nizan is their man,” in 
Jean Paul Sartre, “Foreword,” in Paul Nizan, Aden Arabie, tr. Joan Pinkham (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1987), p. 16.  
 
 
61 Jean-Paul Sartre, “Kierkegaard: The Singular Universal,” in Between Existentialism and Marxism, tr. John Matthews 
(London: Verso, 1983), p. 158; “il n’est d’incarnation de l’universel que dans l’irréductible opacité du singulier,” in 
Jean-Paul Sartre, “L’Universel singulier,” in Situations IX (Paris: Gallimard, 1972), p. 175. 
 
 
62 Translation modified. John Matthews’s translation has “irreducible contingency,” in “Kierkegaard: The Singular 
Universal,” p. 157; “une singularité irréductible,” in “L’Universel singulier”, p. 173. 
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irremediable singularity,” concludes Sartre, “is the being through whom the universal comes into 
the world.”63 
Perhaps Sartre’s most straightforward use of the term came nearly a decade later, in his 
voluminous study of Gustave Flaubert. The project, titled The Family Idiot, had been a longtime 
obsession of his. Sartre once again turned to the genre of biography to flesh out his method of 
existentialist, psychoanalytical, and by now Marxist critical reading. Just like Genet and the black 
writers of Black Orpheus, Sartre’s Flaubert had been conditioned by his idiosyncratic existential 
situation that pushed him to discover the universal truth of human freedom, a discovery that in 
turn shaped his creative practice. What was new in Sartre’s analysis was a greater emphasis, of clear 
Marxian lineage, on epochality and historical embeddedness. As Sartre puts it unambiguously in 
his Introduction: 
This book attempts to prove that irreducibility is only apparent, and that each piece of data [chaque 
information] set in its place becomes a portion of the whole, which is constantly being created, and 
by the same token reveals its profound homogeneity with all the other parts that make up the whole. 
For a man is never an individual; it would be more fitting to call him a universal singular. Summed 
up and for this reason universalized by his epoch, he in turn resumes it by reproducing himself in it 
as singularity. Universal by the singular universality of human history, singular by the universalizing 
singularity of his projects, he requires simultaneous examination from both ends.64  
 
																																																						
63 “Kierkegaard: The Singular Universal”, p. 158; “L’homme, irrémédiable singularité, est l’être par qui l’universel vient 
au monde,” in “L’Universel singulier”, p. 175. 
 
 
64 Jean-Paul Sartre, The Family Idiot: Gustave Flaubert 1821-1857, tr. Carol Cosman (Chicago & London: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1981), p. ix; “Ce livre tente de prouver que l’irréductibilité n’est qu’apparente et que 
chaque information mise en sa place devient la portion d’un tout qui ne cesse de se faire et, du même coup, révèle son 
homogénéité profonde avec toutes les autres. C’est qu’un homme n’est jamais un individu; il vaudrait mieux l’appeler 
un universel singulier: totalisé et, par la même, universalisé par son époque, il la retotalise en se reproduisant en elle 
comme singularité. Universel par l’universalité singulière de l’histoire humaine, singulier par la singularité 
universalisante de ses projets, il réclame d’être étudié simultanément par les deux bouts,” in Jean-Paul Sartre, L’idiot 
de la famille I: Gustave Flaubert de 1821 à 1857 (Paris: Gallimard, 1971), p. 7-8. 
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Sartre’s updated critical method, a “fusion of Marxist sociology and existential psychoanalysis,”65 
to use the words of Sartre’s translator Hazel Barnes, was explicitly aligned with the legacy of 
Kierkegaard on the one hand, and Marx on the other. In Sartre’s philosophical magnum opus of 
the early 1960s, The Critique of Dialectical Reason, Sartre had stressed the crucial role of these two 
philosophers for the development of his late thought. In his Introduction to this major text, titled 
“Search for a Method” or “Question de méthode” in the original French, Sartre had argued that 
both Marx and Kierkegaard had addressed “the same reproach to Hegel though from quite another 
point of view.”66 In Sartre’s view, then, both Marx and Kierkegaard had rightly criticized and 
reframed the totalizing behemoth that was the Hegelian dialectic by emphasizing the unrelenting 
formative function of the singular situation.  
Sartre illustrates this point with a dramatic example. Imagine, Sartre asks his reader, that 
“a member of the ground crew at an air base on the outskirts of London took a plane and, with no 
experience as a pilot, flew it across the Channel.”67 It then turns out that this airplane thief is a 
person of color and an immigrant from Britain’s former colonies who was not allowed to fly a 
plane. “This denied future,” Sartre infers, “reflect to him the fate of his ‘race’ and the racism of the 
English. The general revolt on the part of colored men against colonialists is expressed in him by 
																																																						
65 Hazel Barnes, Sartre and Flaubert (Chicago & London: The University of Chicago Press, 1982), p. 4. 
 
 
66 Jean-Paul Sartre, Search for a Method, tr. Hazel Barnes (New York: Random House, 1968), p. 13; “(…) le même 
reproche à Hegel, quoique d’un tout autre point de vue,” in Jean-Paul Sartre, “Question de méthode,” in Critique de 
la raison dialectique I: Théorie des ensembles pratiques (Paris: Gallimard, 1960), p. 25. 
 
 
67 Search for a Method, p. 95; “Un “rampant” a pris un avoin, dans un camp voisin de Londres, et, sans avoir jamais 
piloté, il a traversé la Manche,” in “Question de méthode,” p. 79. 
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his particular refusal [refus singulier] of this prohibition.”68 Sartre’s reader learns in other words 
that the so-called airplane thief is a “particularization of the collective revolt of the colonized,”69 
that the singular limit-situation of a colonial subject can force a subject to unravel the universality 
of his or her condition. The particular situation of the airplane thief leads him to decipher the 
secrets of colonial exploitation, class division, and racism that lay at the basis of his singular 
situation. Sartre’s airplane thief made plain, in other words, how he was at once a product of 
Kierkegaardian singularity and a Marxian class position.70  
 
Two years after Lumumba’s brutal murder, Jean-Paul Sartre intervened in the fierce debate 
his death had caused throughout the decolonizing world. In Lumumba, Sartre would write in his 
preface to Lumumba’s political speeches, two competing claims to universality were intersecting 
one another, two singularly situated universals were overlapping. Lumumba embodied a middle 
ground between the democratic universalism of the capitalist metropole and the pan-African 
																																																						
68 Search for a Method, p. 96; “cet avenir refusé lui reflate le destin de sa “race” et le racisme des Anglais. La révolte 
générale des hommes de couleur contre les colons s’exprime en lui par le refus singulier de cette interdiction,” in 
“Question de méthode”, p. 79. 
 
 




70 In her Subjects of Desire: Hegelian Reflections in Twentieth-Century France, Judith Butler picks up on the late 
Sartre’s strand of Hegelian thought. What set this later Sartre apart from Hegel, Butler argues, is precisely his analysis 
of self-moving desire as situated in a particular, socio-politically determined moment. Unlike Hegel’s subject, Sartre’s 
situated consciousness does not remain, to use Butler’s words at the outset of her book, “nameless and genderless in 
its abstract universality,” in Judith Butler, Subjects of Desire: Hegelian Reflections in Twentieth-Century France (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1987), p. xix. In Sartre’s prefaces and biographical writings, she notes further on, 
“freedom becomes less tied to ontological ideals that transcend history than to the concrete and highly mediated 
projects of surviving, interpreting, and reproducing a socially complex situation.” (Subjects of Desire, p. 140). In other 
words, Butler reads Sartre’s prefatory practice as one that is mindful of how universal ethical constructs are always 
already determined by the historical and social conditions of a given subjectivity. 
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solidarity of the recent independence wave. These two opposing positions, the newly marxisant 
Sartre of the 1960s concluded, “translate the profound contradiction of what can only be called his 
class.”71 
Lumumba was a symptomatic exponent of a colonial class system that was perpetuated in 
the Congo even after Independence. “It is the évolué class speaking through his voice,”72 Sartre 
intuited in his preface. The évolués were educated colonial subjects who had adopted a “white 
lifestyle” and were allowed to move up the social ladder without any chance of ever reaching the 
upper echelons. An ordinary postal worker who had worked his way up the hierarchy of the 
Congolese postal administration, and who later ventured into journalism only to become a 
manager of a local beer brewery, before ultimately embarking on his political career, Lumumba 
had worked the colonial system. He had played the game by its rules. It was perhaps not surprising 
that in his early speeches, articles, and his only book, Lumumba consistently praised the Belgian 
administration. “The Belgian Government,” a then still little-known and relatively apolitical 
Lumumba declared to the assembled press corps on the occasion of a standard “study trip” for 
évolués to Belgium, “has not failed in the mission it imposed upon itself in the Congo. After 
bringing us peace and giving back our human dignity, and with the generous help of our devoted 
missionaries, it continues to instruct us and favor our evolution.”73   
																																																						
71 Jean-Paul Sartre, Colonialism and Neocolonialism, tr. Azzedine Haddour, Steve Brewer & Terry McWilliams 
(London & New York: Routledge, 2001), p. 159; “traduisent la contradiction profonde de ce qu’il faut bien appeler sa 
classe,” in Jean-Paul Sartre, Situations, V: colonialisme et néocolonialisme (Paris: Gallimard, 1964), p. 198. 
 
 
72 Colonialism and Neocolonialism, p. 164; “(…) c’est la classe des évolués qui s’exprime par sa voix,” in Situations, V: 
colonialisme et néocolonialisme, p. 204. 
 
 
73 Own translation. The interview was reprinted in the Catholic newspaper La Croix du Congo, to which Lumumba 
was a regular contributor: “(…) le Gouvernement belge n’a pas failli à la mission qu’il s’est imposée au Congo. Après 
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Lumumba’s early subservience to Belgian colonial paternalism was echoed just one year 
later in his only book, titled Congo, My Country, or in the French original Le Congo, terre d’avenir, 
est-il menacé?. The original title of the book, which would not be published until after his death 
since it was deemed too politically sensitive, spoke to its more ambitious, critical tenor. If 
Lumumba repeated his earlier argument that “Belgium has not failed in its mission”74 and that 
Congo was “amongst the best administered and happiest colonies in the African continent,”75 the 
book simultaneously proposed reforms to the colonial system. One of Lumumba’s chief concerns 
was the question of social equality and racial discrimination, specifically the issue of equal pay for 
equal work: 
When a White and a Black are equally efficient in regard to both quantity and quality of work, and 
there is a considerable variation in pay because of the colour of the workers, this is racial 
discrimination. When the Black shows himself the equal of the European by his training, maturity, 
character and way of living, his behavior and his skill and he is treated not on the same level as the 
European but on the level of an inferior being (…); when he is deliberately refused his fundamental 
rights as a citizen of this great human family; all this amounts to nothing more than the disease from 
which the African soul is confusedly suffering, the disease of racial discrimination.76 
																																																						
nous avoir donné la paix, nous avoir rendu la dignité humaine, il continue, avec le concours généreux de nos dévoués 
missionnaires, à nous instruire et à favoriser notre évolution,” in Interview with Patrice Lumumba, La Croix du Congo, 
June 3, 1956. Courtesy Central University Library Archives, University of Leuven. When a year later Lumumba was 
trying to get his only book, Congo, My Country, published by the Office de Publicité in Brussels, Lumumba referred 
to this interview with the Belga press agency as one of his major exploits. See Letter to the Managing Director of the 
Office de Publicité in Brussels, February 2 1957, reprinted in Patrice Lumumba, Congo, My Country, tr. Graham 
Heath (London: Pall Mall, 1962), p. 4-5; Patrice Lumumba, Le Congo, terre d’avenir, est-il menace? (Bruxelles: Office 
de Publicité, 1961), p. 12. 
 
 
74 Congo, My Country, p. 12; “la Belgique n’a pas failli à sa mission,” in Le Congo, terre d’avenir, est-il menace?, p. 20. 
 
 
75 Congo, My Country, p. 20; “nous sommes parmi les colonies les mieux administrées et les plus heureuses du 
continent africain,” in Le Congo, terre d’avenir, est-il menace?, p. 29. 
 
 
76 Congo, My Country, p. 132; “Quand sur le marché du travail, un Blanc et un Noir donnent un rendement égal, tant 
au point de vue quantité que qualité, et que le prix de ce travail diffère sensiblement en considération de la couleur de 
chaque travailleur, cela tient de la discrimination raciale. Quand, par sa formation, sa maturité, ses qualités morales, 
le Noir s’est révélé l’ÉGAL de l’Européen et qu’on le traite, non au niveau de cet Européen, mais au niveau d’un être 
inférieur (…); lorsqu’on refuse délibéremment de lui reconnaître ses droits fondamentaux en tant que citoyen de cette 
grande famille humaine, tout cela n’est autre que cette maladie dont souffre confusément la conscience africaine, cette 
maladie, c’est la discrimination raciale,” in Le Congo, terre d’avenir, est-il menacé?, p. 148. 
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Lumumba’s espousal of a strand of humanism that was being actively promoted by right-wing 
forces in the metropole—mostly arch-colonialists who were attempting to temper a more radical 
independence politics—shines through his use of the “human family” phrase that returns 
throughout the text. The phrase is not just a direct echo of the first sentence of the 1948 Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, which pleas for “equal and inalienable rights of all members of the 
human family.” Lumumba, who at the time was not yet the politician actively fighting for 
unequivocal independence he would come to be known as, clearly subscribed to the official Belgian 
storyboard and was in line with the influential “Plan Van Bilsen.” The plan proposed a Belgo-
Congolese confederation that essentially would perpetuate Belgian governance over a future 
independent Congo, with greater emphasis on integration between the white and black 
communities.77 Equal pay for equal work and the abolishment of racial discrimination, Lumumba 
would argue in line with this Belgian view of Congolese independence, was one of the best 
strategies to establish what he called a “firm and lasting Euro-African society”78 where blacks were 
																																																						
77 The Plan Van Bilsen states: “In my opinion, the solution would be a supple confederation between Belgium on the 
one hand and a progressively constructed Grand Congolese Federation on the other.” Own translation. “A mon avis, 
la solution se trouve dans la perspective d’une souple confédération entre la Belgique, d’une part, et d’autre part, une 
grande Fédération congolaise progressivement édifiée,” in Antoine Van Bilsen, “Un plan de 30 ans pour 
l’émancipation politique de l’Afrique belge,” in Les dossiers de l’action sociale catholique 33.2 (February 1956), p. 93. 
On the central role of the Plan Van Bilsen in the Congolese independence struggle see David Van Reybrouck, Congo: 
The Epic History of a People, tr. Sam Garrett (New York: Ecco, 2014), p. 246 et passim and Georges Nzongola-Ntalaja, 
The Congo from Leopold to Kabila: A People’s History (London & New York: Zed Books, 2002), p. 82. 
 
 
78 Congo, My Country, p. 133-134; “une société eurafricaine durable et bien stable,” in Le Congo, terre d’avenir, est-il 
menace?, p. 150. 
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elevated to the same status as whites in accordance with their “common (…) human soul,”79 where 
blacks and whites alike would be “civilized citizens made in the image of the great human family.”80  
In Sartre’s mind, Lumumba’s embrace of metropolitan universality was a product of his 
class position of the évolué. From within that position he expressed a universal set of values 
imposed from above. Lumumba, as Sartre put it, espoused a “humanism of principle which cannot 
avoid being the ideology of the évolués.”81 Lumumba’s situation or singularity as an évolué was 
what had given rise to this universalist vision of metropolitan making. It was his class position as 
an évolué, the class that “took itself to be the universal class,”82 that brought Lumumba “to raise 
himself to the level of universality,”83 and pushed him to “interpret local problems in the light of 
the universal.”84 It was his class position, the newly marxisant and Kierkegaardian Sartre of the 
1960s argued, that had seemingly put Lumumba on an inevitable march over the ridge of 
																																																						
79 Congo, My Country, p. 142; “âme commune: âme humaine,” in Le Congo, terre d’avenir, est-il menace?, p. 151. 
 
 
80 Congo, My Country, p. 32; “citoyens civilisés à l’image de tous les hommes de la grande famille humaine,” in Le 
Congo, terre d’avenir, est-il menace?, p. 41. 
 
 
81 In his 1961 classic Independence, Immanuel Wallerstein connects this plea for a Euro-African society with greater 
equality between Africans and Europeans to what he calls a “policy of political assimilation” imposed by the metropole. 
“Demands for political equality in the imperial network meant giving an African exactly the same rights as a European 
living in Europe—voting, access to education and career, equality of pay and living standards. This was the logical 
consequence of a policy of political assimilation (…). Assimilation (…) meant the renunciation of African culture and 
adoption of the patterns and way of life of the metropolitan community,” in Immanuel Wallerstein, Independence, 
reprinted in Africa: The Politics of Independence and Unity (Lincoln & London: The University of Nebraska Press, 
2005), p. 49. 
 
 
82 Colonialism and Neocolonialism, p. 168; “se prend pour la classe universelle,” in Situations, V: colonialisme et 
néocolonialisme, p. 210. 
 
 
83 Colonialism and Neocolonialism, p. 167; “s’élever jusqu’à l’universalité,” in Situations, V: colonialisme et 
néocolonialisme, p. 208. 
84 Colonialism and Neocolonialism, p. 167; “déchiffrer les problems locaux en fonction de l’universel,” in Situations, 
V: colonialisme et néocolonialisme, p. 209. 
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particularism to universalism. The only problem was that the universalism Lumumba was 
embracing was one nearly entirely in tune with his situation, one that ultimately did nothing but 
perpetuate colonial exploitation. By accepting his position as an évolué, the early Lumumba had 
made a quintessentially inauthentic choice, very much akin to the inauthentic Jew of Anti-Semite 
and Jew who, by embracing democratic universalism, had effaced any possibility for dialectical, 
collective struggle through the necessary antithetical stage of “antiracist racism.” Lumumba had 
not yet lived through the fundamental moment of sudden insight into the existential makeup of 
his singularity. He had not yet fully come to the realization that his situation was entrenched in the 
ethical and cultural constructs of neocolonialism. 
 In 1958, we learn from Sartre, the dichotomy in Lumumba’s conception of universality was 
brought to its boiling point. 1958 was the year in which the first Universal Exhibition after the war 
was organized in Brussels. “We know that Belgium, (…) on the occasion of the Universal 
Exhibition,” wrote Sartre in his preface, “served as a meeting place for Congolese of different ethnic 
groups. The unity of their white oppressors revealed in a negative way to these blacks isolated in 
Brussels their unity as an oppressed people, stronger, they believed, than their divisions.”85 
Contemporary historians of the Congolese struggle for independence have indeed shown that 
Expo 58 was a crucial moment for many of the major players involved in Congolese independence. 
It was on the occasion of the Expo that senior exponents of Congo’s évolué class were invited to 
Belgium for conferences, study trips, and in the case of musical groups like Les Troubadours du 
Roi Baudouin and others, even to serve as live exhibits and attractions in the Expo’s “Congolese 
																																																						
85 Colonialism and Neocolonialism, p. 172; “On sait que la Métropole servit (…) de lieu de rencontre à des Congolais 
d’ethnies différentes. Ce fut à l’occasion de l’Exposition universelle. L’unité de leurs oppresseurs blancs fait découvrir 
négativement à ces Noirs isolés dans Bruxelles leur unité d’opprimés, plus forte, croient-ils, de leurs divisions,” in 
Situations, V: colonialisme et néocolonialisme, p. 215. 
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Village.”86 Housed in the new, purpose-built CAPA compound on the grounds of the Royal 
Museum of Central Africa—a massive Victorian complex originally commissioned by King 
Leopold, and whose curators were still entirely unapologetic for the atrocities committed under 
Leopold’s colonial rule—many of the luminaries of Congolese anticolonial politics met for the first 
time during the Expo. It was also in the immediate aftermath of the Expo that Lumumba founded 
the political party that would become the major force behind independence, the supra-ethnic 
Mouvement National Congolais.87   
Sartre’s highlighting of the central role of Expo 58 in Congolese anticolonial politics spoke 
to the antithetical, competing universalities it laid bare. In tune with the strand of democratic 
universalism that dominated the political discourse in the US-led capitalist West, the Expo’s 
organizers had put forward an unapologetically humanist world vision fit for the new atomic age. 
The official theme of the world’s fair, “A World View—A New Humanism,” was prominently 
featured on all official materials and publications. “On the threshold of the atomic age,” wrote one 
of the organizers in an Expo pamphlet, “we call upon all members of the family of man to gather 
																																																						
86 On the problematic history of “live exhibits” at the Royal Museum for Central Africa and Expo 58, see Matthew 
Stanard, “ ‘Bilan du monde pour un monde plus déshumanisé’: The 1958 Brussels World’s Fair and Belgian 
Perceptions of the Congo,” European History Quarterly 35.2 (2005), p. 267-298. 
 
 
87 For a detailed account of Lumumba’s presidency of the MNC, see Jean Omasombo and Benoît Verhaegen, Patrice 
Lumumba: Acteur politique, De la prison aux portes du pouvoir Juillet 1956-février 1960 (Paris: L’Harmattan, 2005). 
See also David Van Reybrouck, Congo: The Epic History of a People, tr. Sam Garrett (New York: Ecco, 2014), p. 239. 
The colonialist, paternalistic undertones of the Congolese presence at the Expo cannot be understated. Even if 
Congolese independence seemed inevitable at this point, the Expo still painted a picture of a well-organized colony 
under Belgian rule. “You who have the ambition to live a larger life,” could be read in a “manual for prospective 
colonizers” specially produced for the Congolese Pavilion at Expo 58, “you who want to insure your future (…), set 
your sights on a Congo whose economic élan is only still at its very beginnings.” Own translation. “Vous qui 
ambitionnez de vivre une vie plus large, d’assurer votre avenir (…), tournez vos regards vers ce Congo dont l’essor 
économique n’en est encore qu’à ses débuts,” in Guide à l’usage des candidats-colons (Brussels: Exposition universelle 
et internationale, 1958), p. 7. Courtesy Archives of the Royal Museum of Central Africa, Folder I-2422. 
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here and to give concrete expression to their hopes, to their customs, to their genius.”88 The Expo’s 
press releases further underscored this call for a “renewed humanism”89 and argued at the same 
time that the Expo “should place in evidence the nuclear, electronic and stereotronic sciences.”90 
One of the contributors to the official commemorative albums published after the Expo even made 
a direct link between humanism and the promise of nuclear energy, arguing that “by discovering 
the means to control the energy enclosed inside the atom, science has placed us on the threshold 
of a more beautiful and revolutionary age that I would call the humanist era.”91 Finally, the 
modernist Atomium—the fair’s enduring architectural symbol that represented the nine atoms of 
a blown-up crystal of steel92—was perhaps the most obvious signifier of the Expo’s agenda of 
atomic universality. If a few years later Heidegger would make a plea for a more sober mode of 
thought able to live up to a new cybernetic age, Expo 58 had made it clear that in the eyes of 
Western capitalism the only philosophy that would be allowed to compete with the credo of 
scientific and atomic progress was that of a “worldly,” universally democratic humanism.  
																																																						
88 Jacques Biebuyck, A World Built By and For the People (Brussels: Weissenbruch, 1958), courtesy British Library, 
SA 57/2, p. 20. 
 
 
89 1958 Brussels Universal and International Exhibition News Release Nr. 2, courtesy British Library, SA 60/28, p. 2. 
 
 
90 1958 Brussels Universal and International Exhibition News Release Nr. 5, courtesy British Library, SA 60/28. 
 
 
91 Own translation. “En découvrant le moyen de contrôler l’énergie renfermée dans l’atome, la science (…) nous a 
placés au seuil d’un âge plus beau et plus révolutionnaire que j’appellerai l’ère humaniste,” in René Dekkers & Louis 
Van Meenen, Exposition universelle et internationale de Bruxelles 1958: Les messages et les congrès (Brussels: 
Commissariat Général du Gouvernement, 1958), p. 48. 
 
 
92 The architectural style of the Expo has been described by architectural historians as “humanist modernism.” See 
especially Rika Devos, “Style Expo, Style Atome,” in Rika Devos & Mil De Kooning eds., L’architecture moderne à 
l’Expo 58: ‘Pour un monde plus humain’ (Brussels: Mercator, 2006), p. 51 and Johanna Kint, Expo 58 als belichaming 
van het humanistisch modernisme (Rotterdam: Uitgeverij 010, 2001), p. 93. 
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The emphasis on atomic humanism at Expo 58 took its premise from American 
geopolitical strategy and cultural diplomacy during the Cold War.93 Critics have interpreted the 
Exhibition as being in line with Dwight Eisenhower’s “Atoms for Peace” program, a wide-spread 
propaganda enterprise aimed at convincing the wider public that atomic energy would be an 
important tool to ensure world peace and bring human beings together in the name of scientific 
progress.94 Keeping in mind the Expo’s explicit endorsement of the continuation of Belgian 
neocolonial rule over a future independent Congo, the omnipresence of pro-nuclear propaganda 
at the world fair can and has been read as a sinister, overtly public affirmation on the part of the 
Belgian government that the delivery of Congolese uranium, vital to the American atomic 
program, would be ensured in spite of by now inevitable decolonization.95  
																																																						
93 The Expo’s artistic vision spoke to this American allegiance. In more ways than one the Expo echoed the propaganda 
message propagated by MoMA’s 1955 The Family of Man, the extent of which I discuss in my chapter on Malraux. 
Steichen’s exhibition of photographs was not the only artistic inspiration. The Expo organizers also had the ambition 
to set up a temporary “world museum of different civilizations” bringing together “the greatest works of all countries 
and all times.” Though never actually realized because of practical obstacles, the organizers acknowledged that their 
vision for this world museum was directly inspired by André Malraux’s imaginary museum, which, they argued, had 
sadly remained an “illusory museum” that would be made “a real and living fact by the International Art Exhibition 
of the 1958 World Fair.” Recognizing that the “extraordinary post-war development of art publications” by Malraux 
and others had increased the public’s access to the world’s great treasures, the Expo planners were of the belief that 
such reproductions fixed “limits to the knowledge of art” which could only be overcome if the Imaginary Museum 
were to become a tangible space of World Art where people would be able to admire the “disturbing similarity between 
some of Picasso’s drawings and the anonymous frescoes traces on cave walls when the world began,” in 1958 Brussels 
Universal and International Exhibition News Release Nr. 16, courtesy British Library, SA 60/28, p. 1-3. For an 
interesting discussion of how Expo 58 drew inspiration from Steichen and Malraux, see David Crowley, “Humanity 
Rearranged: The Polish and Czechoslovak Pavilions at Expo 58,” West 86th 19.1, p. 88-105. 
 
 
94 For an analysis of the links between Expo 58 and the “Atoms for Peace” Program, see Sarah Nilsen, Projecting 
America, 1958: Film and Cultural Diplomacy at the Brussels World’s Fair (Jefferson, NC & London: McFarland, 2011), 
p. 83-85. Conference organizers openly discussed how the Atomium was essentially a giant publicity stunt for nuclear 
energy in line with films like Walt Disney’s Our Friend, the Atom (1957): “A symbolic structure representing a 
veritable museum of fundamental sciences of the substance and their technical applications, will mark the advent of 
the atomic age in our civilization,” in 1958 Brussels Universal and International Exhibition News Release Nr. 5, 
courtesy British Library, SA 60/28, p. 5. 
 
 
95 Expo materials developed by the US Department of State also show how peaceful nuclear energy was a central theme 
of the American pavilion in Brussels: “The atomic energy exhibit highlights America’s development of peaceful uses 
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Ironically, the Congolese political elite, including Patrice Lumumba, had initially 
subscribed to this “made in the USA” democratic universalism propagated at and in the years 
leading up to Expo 58, unaware that the underlying message was contrary to their own interests. 
Lumumba and his compatriots, as Sartre argued in his preface, had subscribed to a metropolitan 
strand of universalism from within their class position of évolués without fully grasping this 
historically grown, singular situation and pushing it to its limits, without unquestionably 
trespassing in other words the ridge of particularism. The Congolese embrace of the Belgian and 
by extension Western capitalist vision for a Belgo-Congolese confederation as the embodiment of 
the “great human family” had happened from within an inauthentic position of singularity, 
through an acceptance of class-based exploitation in the absence of class consciousness. The result 
of this inauthenticity could be none other than a false assumption of metropolitan universality. If 
Lumumba and his colleagues were under the false impression that they had achieved the universal, 
they were effectively stuck in a situation of exploitation, well below Sartre’s ridge of particularism. 
Lumumba’s world view would soon undergo a radical shift. While Expo 58 was a pivotal, 
if problematic, moment in the Congolese struggle for independence, for Lumumba it would 
become a highly ambivalent turning point. 1958 was not just the year the Expo took place. Just 
months after the Brussels World’s Fair closed its doors, the first All-African Peoples’ Conference 
was organized in Accra, Ghana. It was effectively the post-Bandung successor to the Pan-African 
Congresses of the first half of the century. Significantly, along with Frantz Fanon and Shirley Du 
																																																						
for nuclear energy devices,” in This is America: Official United States Guide Book, Brussels World’s Fair 1958 (New 
York: Office of the United States Commissioner General, 1958), courtesy British Library, SA 60/45, p. 21. 
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Bois96, Lumumba was in attendance as head of the Congolese delegation. The event left a deep and 
lasting impression. “We are of the opinion that the Congo, as a human society,” he declared 
emphatically at Accra while invoking the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, “has the right 
to join the ranks of free peoples.”97 In a radical shift from the early évolué who had entirely 
inscribed himself in the logic of his paternalist oppressor, at Accra Lumumba wholeheartedly 
embraced the alternative universality of a reinvigorated pan-Africanism. If a young Lumumba had 
fully assumed his class position as an educated colonial subject and embraced the humanism of the 
colonizer, he had now realized that accepting this situation amounted to nothing other than a full-
blown acceptance of his own exploitation.98 
Lumumba’s mindset had completely changed after Accra. Just months after Expo 58, he 
had moved away from what in Sartre’s mind had been an inauthentic adherence to metropolitan 
universalism. After Accra, Lumumba had fully assumed his racialized class position as an évolué, 
																																																						
96 Shirley Du Bois delivered W.E.B. Du Bois’s speech at Accra, which included a passionate plea for “Pan-African 
Socialism,” in Address by W. E. B. Du Bois delivered at All African Peoples' Conference, Accra, Ghana, December 9, 
1958, courtesy Special Collections and University Archives, University of Massachusetts Amherst Libraries MS 312. 
Fanon wrote an article about the conference for El Moudjahid later reprinted as “Accra: Africa Affirms its Unity and 
Defines Its Strategy” in Toward the African Revolution: Political Essays, tr. Haakon Chevalier (New York: Grove Press, 
1964) p. 153-157; “Accra: l’Afrique affirme son unité et définit sa stratégie,” in Pour la révolution africaine: Écrits 
politiques (Paris: La Découverte, 2001), p. 177-182. 
 
 
97 Speech at the Accra Conference, December 1958, in Lumumba Speaks, p. 57; “le Congo en tant que société humaine, 
a le droit d’accéder au rang des peuples libres,” in La pensée politique de Patrice Lumumba, p. 18. 
 
 
98 For an analysis of the 1958 Accra Conference as the true post-war successor of Pan-Africanism, see Immanuel 
Wallerstein, Unity, reprinted in Africa: The Politics of Independence and Unity (Lincoln & London: The University 
of Nebraska Press, 2005), p. 33. Joseph Hongoh has argued that the Pan-Africanism propagated at Accra was marked 
by the “spirit of Bandung,” i.e. the Non-Alignment Movement, and distanced itself from any US or Soviet involvement: 
“(…) rather than align with either side of the Cold War blocs, the delegates adopted ‘non-alignment and positive 
neutrality’ as a foreign policy,” in Joseph Hongoh, “The Asian-African Conference (Bandung) and Pan-Africanism: 
The Challenge of Reconciling Continental Solidarity with National Sovereignty,” Australian Journal of International 
Affairs 70:4 (2016), p. 385. For a discussion of the impact of the 1958 Accra on Lumumba’s thought, see Jean-Marie 
Mutamba Makombo, Patrice Lumumba correspondant de presse 1948-1956 (Brussels: CEDAF, 1993), p. 53. 
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and it was only now that he was firmly on his way to ceasing to be precisely that, an évolué. 
Lumumba had developed a class consciousness, understood his position as an exploited colonial 
subject more fully, and had now reached the top of Sartre’s ridge of particularism. The universality 
he now claimed was no longer a false one imposed from above in an effort to mask the prolongation 
of neocolonial exploitation. Lumumba’s enthusiastic embrace of pan-Africanism, one of the 
postcolonial world’s many alternative answers to democratic universalism during the Cold War, 
amounted to the culmination of the dialectical process that characterized his singular universality. 
Strikingly, the post-Accra Lumumba continued to use the phrase “the great human family,” 
continued to kindle humanist hopes. Only now the humanism he was claiming was one of Third-
Worldist making.99 
In many respects, Lumumba’s embrace of alternative, Third-Worldist universality 
mirrored that of Frantz Fanon. In the essays of the early 1960s included in The Wretched of the 
Earth, Fanon didn’t just announce the decline of Western universality. He was simultaneously 
proposing the invention of a radically new notion of the universal. Only if decolonization was 
eradicated through a discursively violent dialectical struggle, could the formerly colonized 
authentically claim universality. Like the late Lumumba, Fanon propagated a universality 
anchored in the violent reality of the colonial situation, one mindful of the atrocious crimes against 
humanity perpetrated under the banner of colonialism, one respectful of black identity. What were 
																																																						
99 A good example is his Présence africaine speech at the Cercle du Libre Examen of the ULB in 1959: “(…) I call for 
the moral support of every friend of humanity, of all those who believe that every human being, whatever the color of 
his skin, whatever his social status, can and must enjoy the same freedoms as every other citizen of humanity,” in 
Lumumba Speaks, p. 80; “je demande l’appui moral de tous les amis de l’humanité, de tous ceux qui croient que les 
êtres humains, quelle que soit la couleur de leur peau, quelle que soit leur condition sociale, peuvent et doivent jouir 





Western values of humanism and universal rights worth, Fanon was asking his reader, in the eyes 
of those who were structurally deprived of their humanity and stripped of their rights? If the 
“supremacy of white values is stated with such violence,”100 how can their illusory claims to 
















Figs. 3-5 Lumumba and his colleagues during a study trip to Belgium, from La Croix du Congo, October 1956; 
Congolese Expo visitors housed at the CAPA complex during Expo 58, courtesy Royal Museum of Central Africa; 
Images from the Expo pamphlet Pour un monde plus humain: Message à la jeunesse, courtesy British Library; 







100 Frantz Fanon, “Concerning Violence,” in The Wretched of the Earth, tr. Richard Philcox (New York: Grove Press, 
2004), p. 8; “La violence avec laquelle s’est affirmée la suprématie des valeurs blanches,” in Frantz Fanon, Les damnés 
de la terre (Paris: Maspéro, 1961), p. 35. 
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Fanon had called on likeminded anticolonial voices like Lumumba to “inaugurate a 
universality that has never yet been established on this, admittedly wretched, earth,” and to follow 
him in his “struggle toward a new universality,” to use Judith Butler’s words from her insightful 
article on Sartre’s preface to the text.101 If the universalist claims of Western philosophy had been 
based on a premise of colonial exclusion, it was up to the formerly colonized to reinvent 
universality from scratch. It was up to them to deconstruct Western universality and expose its 
inherent violence. “Let us decide not to imitate Europe and let us tense our muscles and our brains 
in a new direction,” Fanon wrote in his conclusion to The Wretched of the Earth, “Let us endeavor 
to invent a man in full.”102 
Two years after the Accra Congress, now as Prime Minister of a newly independent Congo, 
Lumumba would preside over the second Pan-African Congress organized in the Congolese 
capital. “We refuse,”  he declared in his opening speech, “to be the battleground of international 
intrigues, the focus and the prize of cold wars.”103 His words were to become an uncanny 
prefiguration of what would happen to his country in the months ahead. If the 1958 Accra 
Congress had represented a sea change for Lumumba’s world view, it had also, out of tune with 
Lumumba’s constant pleas for non-violence, set in motion a violent series of events that would 
both precipitate the road to Congolese independence and at the same time jeopardize it from its 
																																																						
101 Judith Butler, “Violence, Non-Violence: Sartre on Fanon,” Graduate Faculty Philosophy Journal 27.1 (2006), p. 21. 
 
 
102 The Wretched of the Earth, p. 236; “Décidons de ne pas imiter l’Europe et bandons nos muscles et nos cerveaux 
dans une direction nouvelle. Tâchons d’inventer l’homme total que l’Europe a été incapable de faire triompher,” in 
Les damnés de la terre, p. 240.  
 
 
103 Speech at the Pan-African Conference in Leopoldville, August 1960, in Lumumba Speaks, p. 347; “Nous refusons 
d’être le terrain des intrigues internationales, le foyer et l’enjeu des guerres froides,” in La pensée politique de Patrice 
Lumumba, p. 321. 
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very inception.104 Lumumba’s Congo had been caught up by the “cold wars” he had feared in his 
speech at the Leopoldville pan-African Congress, and it was Lumumba himself who would 
eventually fall victim to this same violence. As Sartre well knew, the authenticity of Lumumba’s 
choice to embrace the alternative universality of pan-Africanism also meant bearing the heavy 
burden of responsibility that came with that choice. If toward the end of his life Lumumba would 







104 In his Unity, Wallerstein points out how the 1958 Accra conference was the catalyst of the riots that would be 
instrumental in Congolese independence two years later: “The head of the Congolese delegation was Patrice 
Lumumba. The meeting he and two other delegates held in Leopoldville to report on the Conference was (…) one of 
the precipitating factors that sparked the riots of January 4, 1959, which in turn set in motion the process that was to 
lead the Congo through an exceptionally rapid decolonization,” in Unity, p. 35. See also Nzongola-Ntalaja, The Congo 
from Leopold to Kabila, p. 84 and Van Reybrouck, Congo: The Epic History of a People, p. 245. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 “A Reality of Flesh and Bone”: Bandung as Embodied Universality 
 in Simone de Beauvoir’s The Long March 
 
In 1955, during his speech at Bandung, Chinese Premier Zhou En-Lai invited the 
conference participants to “come to China or send someone there to see for themselves.”1 Simone 
de Beauvoir, along with Jean-Paul Sartre and the Italian writer and painter Carlo Levi, was one of 
the first European intellectuals to heed his call. “At Bandung,” Beauvoir wrote in the first paragraph 
of her account documenting the experience, The Long March, “Chou En-lai had made an 
invitation good not only for the Conference nations but extended to include every country in the 
world: ‘Come and see.’ Not a little surprised at it and at our own selves, we were taking advantage 
of the offer [nous profitions de cette politique].”2 Throughout her account, Beauvoir would dwell 
on Zhou En-Lai’s invitation to see what was happening in China. Seeing was precisely what 
Beauvoir had set out to do during her trip. Her mission was to try and understand what exactly 
was happening in Bandung-era China. Beauvoir not just wanted to witness how a new China was 
positioning itself as a revolutionary nation in an increasingly divided world. As she had done 
consistently in her early philosophical writings and her groundbreaking The Second Sex, she 
wanted to look the situation of China and Bandung straight into the eye. 
																																																						
1 Zhou Enlai, “Supplementary Speech to the Bandung Conference, April 19, 1955,” in Selected Documents of the 
Bandung Conference (New York: Institute of Pacific Relations, 1955), p. 23. 
 
 
2 Simone de Beauvoir, The Long March: An Account of Modern China, tr. Austryn Wainhouse (London: Phoenix, 
2001), p. 9; “Pendant la conférence de Bandoeng, Chou En-laï a lancé un appel qu’il a étendu au monde entier: ‘Venez 
voir.’ Nous profitions de cette politique, non sans étonnement,” in Simone de Beauvoir, La longue marche: Essai sur 
la Chine (Paris: Gallimard, 1957), p. 7. Austryn Wainhouse’s English translation of La longue marche, which was 
published just one year after Beauvoir’s text came out, takes great liberty with the original French. Where necessary I 
have modified the translation and have provided Wainhouse’s version. 
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Beauvoir’s Chinese travelogue has long been overlooked in the critical literature, in part 
because she herself often dismissed the text as one of her minor works, and in part because the 
reception of Beauvoir in later feminist theory and literary criticism has not always been a favorable 
one.3 In this chapter, I aim to overcome this critical lacuna by showing how the The Long March 
is not only in a constant dialogue with Simone de Beauvoir’s earlier philosophical and feminist 
writings, but also anticipates her later Third-Worldist and Maoist political engagement. My central 
argument here is that Simone de Beauvoir’s understanding of China is infused by her philosophical 
take on the questions of race, gender, and colonial exploitation.  
In the spring of 1947, Simone de Beauvoir went for a walk in New York’s Harlem 
neighborhood.  “In the course of my life,” she noted in the travelogue she published shortly after 
her American trip, “I’ve already come across so many places where right-thinking people declare 
you could not go that I’m not too impressed. I deliberately walk toward Harlem.”4 Beauvoir’s 
intentional walk through Harlem was imbued with meaning. She was crossing borders that few 
bourgeois white women had dared to cross before. Beauvoir’s act was not just an important one in 
the sense that she was transgressing the boundaries set by her existential situation—it was all the 
more relevant because she pierced through the bubble of her universe in an effort to empathize 
																																																						
3 In a 1957 letter to her lover Nelson Algren, Beauvoir wrote: “I have finished my book about China; it is not too good. 
Anyhow, I did not put much in it,” in Letter from Simone de Beauvoir to Nelson Algren, in Simone de Beauvoir, A 
Transatlantic Love Affair: Letters to Nelson Algren (New York: The New Press, 1997), p. 526. For a detailed analysis 
of Simone de Beauvoir’s reception in later feminist theory, see Toril Moi’s Feminist Theory and Simone de Beauvoir:  
“There are some obvious reasons for this well-nigh total desertion of Beauvoir by the French: in the 1970s and 1980s 
French intellectual fashions (structuralism, post-structuralism, Lacanian psychoanalysis, post-modernism) have left 
no space at all for an unreconstructed existentialist humanist of Beauvoir’s type,” in Toril Moi, Feminist Theory and 
Simone de Beauvoir (Oxford & Cambridge, MA: Basil Blackwell, 1990), p. 25-26. 
 
 
4 Simone de Beauvoir, America Day by Day, tr. Douglas Brinkley (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999), p. 
44; “J’ai déjà parcouru dans ma vie tant d’endroits où les gens bien pensants déclaraient qu’on ne pouvait pas aller que 
je ne me suis pas laisse trop impressioner: j’ai marché délibérément vers Harlem,” in Simone de Beauvoir, L’Amérique 
au jour le jour (Paris: Gallimard, 1948), p. 38. 
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with and learn from other free consciousnesses, other situations that were not strictly her own. 
Throughout her American trip, Simone de Beauvoir would use every opportunity to familiarize 
herself with the daily lives and struggles of ordinary Americans. She would go to black New York 
churches with her lifelong friend and author of Native Son Richard Wright, concern herself with 
the plight of poor white workers and black victims of segregation in Jim Crow’s South, and read as 
much background literature as she possibly could. As she had just written in her first philosophical 
treatise The Ethics of Ambiguity, it was her moral duty as a free consciousness to concern herself 
with the existential liberation of others, and learn from their struggles in order to further her own 
liberation as a woman. 
 Beauvoir’s first philosophical treatise, The Ethics of Ambiguity, took its premise from Jean-
Paul Sartre’s Being and Nothingness and sought to establish an existentialist theory of morals based 
on the groundbreaking work of Beauvoir’s life partner. Contrary to what many critics have argued, 
The Ethics of Ambiguity is not merely a more simplistic manifestation of Sartre’s grand 
philosophical template.5 It is rather the first thorough critique of Sartre’s early work, the first text 
that complicates Sartre’s method by outlining its limits and by indicating potential new avenues 
for its practical, ethical application. Beauvoir’s main concern with Sartre’s existentialist project was 
that it failed to adequately capture the fundamental ambiguity at the core of the complex 
relationship between a free consciousness or subjectivity and the universe into which that subject 
																																																						
5  The myth of Beauvoir as Sartre’s philosophical disciple has been a tenacious one, in part because she herself 
contributed to its gestation. For critics like Toril Moi, choosing to position herself as her husband’s student was 
perhaps the only option open to an educated woman at the time: “Choosing the role as helpmate or assistant to Sartre’s 
philosophical project, seeing herself as his right-hand woman, the principal defender of the new faith, as it were, 
Beauvoir arrogates to herself a far from insignificant role, perhaps the only one which at the time enabled her to seduce 
both as an intellectual and as a woman,” in Toril Moi, Simone de Beauvoir: The Making of an Intellectual Woman 
(Oxford & Cambridge: Blackwell, 1994), p. 22. 
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is thrown. How could it be explained, Beauvoir wondered, that a consciousness is at once free and 
constrained, at once singular and universal, at once victim and accomplice? 
 “For existentialism,” Beauvoir wrote at the outset of her treatise, “it is not impersonal 
universal man who is the source of values, but the plurality of concrete – particular men [hommes 
concrets] projecting themselves toward their ends on the basis of situations.”6 In Beauvoir’s eyes, 
these “particular people,” these “hommes concrets,” transcended the boundaries of race, gender, 
sexuality, and geographical location. They were women, people of color, straight white men, gays 
and lesbians, colonial subjects, colonizers, proletarians, capitalists. They were singularly situated, 
free consciousnesses. The notion of the situation was of course a staple of the Sartrian philosophical 
and literary enterprise from its inception. What sets Beauvoir’s analysis apart, as critics like Sonia 
Kruks and Nancy Bauer have not failed to notice, is her stronger emphasis on the radical 
idiosyncrasy of particular socio-political and historically grown situations that give shape to a given 
consciousness’s dialectical progression towards existential freedom. If for Sartre the question of 
racism and colonial exploitation does not become central until after Beauvoir’s publication of The 
Ethics of Ambiguity, if the question of gender and sexuality does not grow into a prominent aspect 
of Sartre’s work until after The Second Sex came out, it is precisely because it was in Simone de 
Beauvoir’s writings that these questions of social oppression were first raised and elaborated.7 
																																																						
6 Simone de Beauvoir, The Ethics of Ambiguity, tr. Bernard Frechtman (New York: Philosophical Library, 1948), p. 
17-18; “pour l’existentialisme, ce n’est pas l’homme impersonnel universel, qui est la source des valeurs: c’est la 
pluralité des hommes concrets, singuliers, se projetant vers leurs fins propres à partir de situations,” in Simone de 
Beauvoir, Pour une morale de l’ambiguïté (Paris: Gallimard, 1947), p. 24. 
 
 
7 Sonia Kruks and Nancy Bauer have shown how the question of social exploitation and oppression based on gender 
or race was more eloquently elaborated in Beauvoir than it had been in Sartre’s early work. Nancy Bauer: “Any serious 
reader of Beauvoir cannot help but notice that much of what Beauvoir has to say about the second-class status of 
women and other groups and types of people is not only foreign to but even at odds with the views of at least the early 
Sartre, whose work is incompatible with any robust conception of oppression,” in Nancy Bauer, Simone de Beauvoir, 
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Beauvoir’s take on the Sartrian notion of the situation then, should be read alongside Frantz 
Fanon’s understanding of the Hegelian dialectic in Black Skin, White Masks. Both Beauvoir and 
Fanon critiqued and elaborated Sartre’s method when it was still in its early stages of development. 
They expanded it so it could be applied to situations of historical oppression. Beauvoir, like Fanon, 
had anticipated Sartre’s own ulterior reconfiguration of his Hegelian method. 
 Beauvoir’s concept of ethical ambiguity was heavily influenced by the philosophy of Søren 
Kierkegaard.8 Her text, which predates by almost two decades Jean-Paul Sartre’s exploration of the 
singular universal in his 1964 UNESCO paper “Kierkegaard: The Singular Universal,” anticipates 
many of the Kierkegaardian, as well as Marxist, premises of Sartre’s later biographical work on 
Flaubert. As early as 1945, Simone de Beauvoir was making the argument that a free consciousness 
is always already thwarted in its dialectical progression towards achieving the universality of 
human freedom. This is especially the case, she explains in The Ethics of Ambiguity, when such a 
consciousness finds itself in a singular situation of oppression determined by historically grown 
socio-political conditions. A lengthy section of her analysis is concerned with subjects who are in 
a suppressed state of infantile ignorance because “they have no means of breaking the ceiling which 
																																																						
Philosophy, and Feminism (New York: Columbia University Press, 2001), p. 136. And Sonia Kruks: “[Simone de 
Beauvoir] develops a far more nuanced appreciation than (at least the early) Sartre of the inherently social qualities of 
human existence,” in Sonia Kruks, Simone de Beauvoir and the Politics of Ambiguity (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2012), p. 5. 
 
 
8 Ironically, while Kierkegaard only appears in a few cursory references in Being and Nothingness, Beauvoir credits 
Sartre as the first philosopher to have explored Kierkegaardian ambiguity. In my view, this could be another example—
as critics like Toril Moi have noted—of a Beauvoir forced to position herself as Sartre’s disciple in order to carve out a 
space for herself in the patriarchal world of French philosophy: “From the very beginning, existentialism defined itself 
as a philosophy of ambiguity. It was by affirming the irreducible character of ambiguity that Kierkegaard opposed 
himself to Hegel, and it is by ambiguity that, in our own generation, Sartre, in Being and Nothingness, fundamentally 
defined man,” in The Ethics of Ambiguity, p. 9; “L’existentialisme s’est défini dès l’abord comme une philosophie de 
l’ambiguïté; c’est en affirmant le caractère irréductible de l’ambiguïté que dans L’Être et le Néant Sartre définit 
fondamentalement l’homme,” in Pour une morale de l’ambiguïté, p. 13. 
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is stretched over their heads.”9 These subjects held back by the proverbial glass ceiling, she explains, 
include the black slaves on historical American plantations “who have not raised themselves to the 
consciousness of their slavery,”10 but it significantly also concerns “the situation of women in many 
civilizations” who can only “submit to the laws, the gods, the customs, and the truths created by 
the males.”11  
What is crucial here is that Beauvoir does not generalize her analysis. If she is concerned as 
early as the mid-1940s with the broad question of social oppression, from the outset she recognizes 
that, from a moral and philosophical point of view, exploitation cannot adequately be explained 
by a single, universally applicable system. It is here that the power of the Kierkegaardian “singular 
universal” lies. If there are similarities between oppressive situations from the Hegelian, and by 
extension existentialist point of view—namely that every subject instinctively strives towards the 
universal that is freedom—the concrete situation of a white proletarian will never be that of a gay 
woman or a black slave.12 The task of the moral philosopher, Beauvoir argues, is to thoroughly 
																																																						
9 The Ethics of Ambiguity, p. 37; “ils ne possèdent aucun moyen de briser ce plafond tendu au-dessus de leurs têtes,” 
in Pour une morale de l’ambiguïté, p. 55. 
 
 
10 The Ethics of Ambiguity, p. 37; “qui ne se sont pas encore élevés à la conscience de leur esclavage,” in Pour une 
morale de l’ambiguïté, p. 55. 
 
 
11 The Ethics of Ambiguity, p. 37; “Dans beaucoup de civilisations, cette situation est aussi celle des femmes qui ne 




12 “(…) in the Ethics Beauvoir (…) is beginning to want to say that we can talk meaningfully of groups of people and 
of local commonalities and that we can perhaps even rank these groups according to the degree to which these local 
commonalities promote or impede the freedom of their members. While she still wants to deny that there is such a 
thing as universal commonality (…), she is beginning, to put it plainly, to provide herself with the means to develop a 
philosophical conception of oppression,” in Nancy Bauer, Simone de Beauvoir, Philosophy, and Feminism, p. 167-
168. 
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think through every singular situation before judging a subject’s ethical soundness and moral 
responsibility: 
The child’s situation is imposed upon him, whereas the woman (I mean the Western woman of 
today) chooses it or at least consents to it. Ignorance and error are facts as inescapable as prison 
walls. The negro slave of the eighteenth century, the Mohammedan woman enclosed in a harem 
have no instrument, be it in thought or by astonishment or anger, which permits them to attack the 
civilization which oppresses them. Their behavior is defined and can be judged only within this 
given situation, and it is possible that in this situation, limited like every human situation, they 
realize a perfect assertion of their freedom. But once there appears a possibility of liberation, it is 
resignation of freedom [une démission de la liberté] not to exploit the possibility, a resignation 
which implies dishonesty and which is a positive fault.13  
 
In other words, in order for the ethical philosopher to judge a given subject’s ethical choice, careful 
attention needs to be given to the historical and political circumstances in which that choice was 
made. While it is true that a free white woman of the immediate postwar is still in a position of 
oppression, the needle of her moral compass will point in different directions than that of a Muslim 
woman living a secluded life of sexual exploitation inside a harem. Her choices ought to be judged 
as such. The woman in the harem may not have the luxury of making ethical decisions that enable 
her liberation as a woman, but as a thinking consciousness she can still achieve dialectical 
progression towards existential freedom. Conversely, the white European woman has the choice 
whether or not to consent to the constricting morals of a patriarchal society that was still in full 
swing at the time. In line with the Sartrian notion of bad faith, the latter’s choice will be considered 
authentic or inauthentic depending on whether or not she chooses to fully assume the burdens of 
her slowly progressing liberation. 
																																																						
13 The Ethics of Ambiguity, p. 38; “À l’enfant sa situation est imposée, tandis que la femme (j’entends la femme 
occidentale d’aujourd’hui) la choisit ou du moins y consent. L’ignorance, l’erreur sont des faits aussi inéluctables que 
les murs d’une prison; l’esclave noir du XVIIIe siècle, la musulmane enfermée au fond d’un harem, n’ont aucun 
instrument qui leur permette d’attaquer, fût-ce en pensée, fût-ce par l’étonnement ou la colère, la civilisation qui les 
opprime: leur conduite ne se définit et ne saurait se juger qu’au sein de ce donné; et il se peut que dans leur situation, 
limitée comme toute situation humaine, elles réalisent une parfaite affirmation de leur liberté. Mais, dès qu’une 
libération apparaît comme possible, ne pas exploiter cette possibilité est une démission de la liberté, démission qui 
implique la mauvaise foi et qui est une faute positive,” in Pour une morale de l’ambiguïté, p. 55-56. 
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 What is striking about Beauvoir’s approach, then, is that she does not limit her analysis to 
the white male consciousness lurking behind much of Western philosophy’s abstract ethical 
subject. Beauvoir sets out to analyze not just her own identity as a white European woman either. 
Black subjectivity matters to her. The ethical consciousness of children is worthy of her 
philosophical attention; so is historical slave subjectivity and that of colonized people. The smiling 
faces of  exploited Algerian children, she notes tellingly towards the end of her text in reference to 
her Algerian travels, “exposed the lie of their oppressors: it was an appeal and a promise; it 
projected a future before the child, a man’s future.”14 The fact that Beauvoir’s consciousness came 
across these Algerian children, compelled her, appealed to her from an ethical point of view to do 
everything she could to help them realize their existential potential.  
Even if these situations are not comparable to your own identity or subject position, 
Beauvoir argues, even if they have taken shape at the other end of the world, they should concern 
you as a moral individual. Situations of oppression may transcend your own field of immediate 
experience, but if you happen to witness them even from afar you should feel compelled to provide 
a person in such situations of exploitation “with the means of transcending his situation by means 
of revolt, to put an end to his ignorance.”15 Abstention from assuming your own freedom, and 
unwillingness to promote the freedom of others, makes any free subject complicit with tyranny. 
																																																						
14 The Ethics of Ambiguity, p. 101-102; “leur sourire dénonçait le mensonge des oppresseurs: il était appel et promesse, 
il projetait devant l’enfant un avenir; un avenir d’homme,” in Pour une morale de l’ambiguïté, p. 146-147. 
 
 
15 The Ethics of Ambiguity, p. 86; “fournir (…) le moyen de transcender sa situation par la révolte, c’est dissiper son 
ignorance,” in Pour une morale de l’ambiguïté, p. 124. 
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“To want existence,” Beauvoir concludes, “to want to disclose the world, and to want people [des 
hommes] to be free are one and the same will.”16 
 
Just two years after The Ethics of Ambiguity came out, The Second Sex was published. In 
her landmark treatise on women Beauvoir continued to adhere to her central ethical principle of 
empathy towards the existential situation of others. If The Second Sex’s chief concern lay with the 
situation of women, Beauvoir consistently made connections to that of Jews, proletarians, blacks, 
and colonized subjects. So much is made clear from the outset. “Biological and social sciences no 
longer believe,” Beauvoir states emphatically in the first paragraph of her text, “that there are 
immutably determined entities that define given characteristics like those of the woman, the Jew, 
or the black; science considers characteristics as secondary reactions to a situation.”17  
Throughout The Second Sex, Beauvoir would rely on the latest insights from biology, 
psychoanalysis, Marxist theory, philosophy, and anthropology to outline a new, existentialist 
method that could be applied to a wide variety of subject positions in historical and social positions 
of exploitation. Her main ambition was to show that there was no such thing as an innate or 
essentialist subject position, particularly if that subjectivity has historically been marginalized and 
oppressed. Beauvoir’s central argument, which would prove to be her most groundbreaking 
																																																						
16 Translation modified; Frechtman has “men” for “des hommes.” The Ethics of Ambiguity, p. 87; “Vouloir l’existence, 




17 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, tr. Constance Borde & Sheila Malovany-Chevallier (New York: Vintage, 2009), 
p. 3-4; “(…) les sciences biologiques et sociales ne croient plus en l’existence d’entités immuablement fixées qui 
définiraient des caractères donnés tels que ceux de la femme, du Juif ou du Noir; elles considèrent le caractère comme 
une réaction secondaire à une situation,” in Simone de Beauvoir, Le deuxième sexe, vol. I (Paris: Gallimard, 1949), p. 
12. 
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insight, was that subjectivity and by extension identity is always already situated in a historically 
grown and culturally defined moment. As such, subjectivity and identity positions are determined 
by human choices that imply the possibility of historical change and progress. Yet at the same 
time—this is the power of her argument—the notion of the situation also implies that any 
consciousness can potentially find itself in a position of exploitation. If this is the case, the most 
important question becomes how these situations of oppression can be overturned. 
As Beauvoir had already explained in the Ethics, her emphasis on the existential situation 
of exploited social groups beyond her own identity as a white woman does not mean she does not 
recognize that there are fundamental differences between these groups from an existential, 
historical, and ethical point of view. Fundamentally, what these subjectivities share is that their 
dialectical progression towards freedom is conditioned by their situation of “Others” in the gaze 
of society. As historically situated subjects in a position of exploitation, their ethical choices and 
relentless struggle towards the universality of existential freedom are determined by the boundaries 
of their alterity imposed from the outside.  
While their situations are idiosyncratic, their common denominator is that they live their 
existential situation as a becoming rather than an eternal essence. “The scope of the verb to be must 
be understood,” Simone de Beauvoir insists, “bad faith means giving it a substantive value [une 
valeur substantielle], when in fact it has the sense of the Hegelian dynamic: to be is to have become, 
to have been made as one manifests oneself.”18 Being a Jew, being black, gay, or a woman was not 
the same as uncritically identifying with an eternally valid subjectivity. It entailed learning how to 
																																																						
18 The Second Sex, p. 12; “c’est sur la portée du mot être qu’il faudrait s’entendre; la mauvaise foi consiste à lui donner 
une valeur substantielle alors qu’il a e sens dynamique hégélien: être c’est être devenu, c’est avoir été fait tel qu’on se 
manifeste,” in Le deuxième sexe, vol I, p. 27. 
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become increasingly more aware of what it meant to be a part of such overarching identities. It 
meant assuming one’s situation of social oppression in an ethically responsible way in order to 
move forward dialectically. It meant learning how to transcend one’s singularity and see through 
its universal validity. Ultimately, it meant engaging in a constant struggle towards freedom and 
liberation. 
In line with the Ethics, a wide spectrum of situations of social exploitation remains on 
Beauvoir’s radar. It is at the same time impossible to ignore that the central question of The Second 
Sex is essentially that of women and gender. Many of her central insights are elaborated chiefly 
from gendered perspectives, and it is within this gendered point of view that her understanding of 
other subjectivities is framed. In order to understand Beauvoir’s later engagement with Third-
Worldist thinkers, anticolonial struggles like Algerian independence, and ultimately Bandung, we 
need to parse through the roots of this political commitment in her feminism and understand its 
methodological underpinnings. 
One of the major contributions of The Second Sex to the history of feminist thought is its 
proposal for a meticulous deconstruction of millenary white male universality as it manifested 
itself in scientific, historical, philosophical, and literary discursivity. For Beauvoir, the question of 
gendered exploitation could not be analyzed from a single disciplinary perspective. A more 
comprehensive approach was needed to truly see through the situation of woman. This need for 
comprehensive existential analysis of gender as a situation was made all the more urgent in light 
of the millenary domination by white males of scientific, philosophical, and myth-making 
discourse. While she admits that a discipline like biology had provided useful new insights that 
could help understand gender as more than just an innate phenomenon—in other words as 
something that is more of a becoming conditioned by individual choice in the Kinseyan sense—
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Beauvoir immediately counters in her first chapter that “biology alone cannot explain why woman 
is the Other.”19 Beauvoir then goes on to dismiss Freudian approaches to gender and female 
sexuality as too male-centered and determinist, only to quickly tackle the historical-materialist 
approach in the next chapter as a perspective that “only sees man and woman as economic 
entities.” 20  History and literature, too, were problematic for Beauvoir—a series of chapters 
covering everything from prehistory to contemporary history and Greek mythology to Romantic 
literature culminate in her assertion that “women’s entire history has been written by men [a été 
faite par les hommes].”21 What was needed was the invention of a radically new discourse on 
gender from scratch. Only if gender was redesigned and rewired from an array of disciplinary 
points of view could a real space for women and queers be carved out. 
It is in the second major section of The Second Sex, “Lived Experience,” that Beauvoir most 
explicitly outlines her own methodological attempt at carving out this space of gendered difference. 
Anticipating Sartre’s biographical method in later works like The Family Idiot, and echoing 
Fanon’s autobiographical tone in Black Skin, White Masks, Beauvoir uses dense, detailed prose to 
analyze the existential situation of woman from childhood through married life and motherhood. 
She concludes her analysis with an outline for future liberation. What is striking here is how 
Beauvoir remains faithful to her fundamental ethical solidarity with other social groups that have 
																																																						
19 Translation modified. The Second Sex, p. 49; “ces données biologiques (…) n’expliquent pas pourquoi la femme est 
l’Autre,” in Le deuxième sexe, vol. I, p. 51. 
 
 
20 The Second Sex, p. 69; “il faut déborder le matérialisme historique qui ne voit dans l’homme et la femme que des 
entités économiques,” in Le deuxième sexe, vol I., p. 76. 
 
 




experienced historical exploitation. When she sets out to describe the lived experience of 
childhood, black subjectivity is immediately on the scene. The consciousness of Beauvoir’s girl is 
metaphorically rendered as one marked by a failed climb up the sides of a closed sphere, which 
makes the girl realize that “as high as she climbs, as far as she dares go, there will always be a ceiling 
over her head, walls that block her path.”22 This metaphor in turn reminds Beauvoir of Richard 
Wright’s Native Son. The experience of the little girl is for her on the same level as that of Wright’s 
main character Bigger Thomas who “watches planes pass and knows that because he is black the 
sky is out of bounds for him.”23 As was the case in the Ethics, Beauvoir is in other words never 
merely interested in white bourgeois woman. The second part of The Second Sex is scattered with 
lengthy subsections dedicated to a wide variety of gendered and other exploited subjectivities, from 
lesbians, to prostitutes, from colonial subjects to blacks. Beauvoir consistently shows how the 
question of gender is intrinsically linked to that of other historical identities, and that gender 
cannot be understood without contrasting it to these different experiences of situated subjectivity. 
Along with her philosophically dense Introduction, the second part of The Second Sex is 
also where Beauvoir most intimately engages with the fundamental question of Hegelian 
universality. The existentialist, Sartrian notion of a dialectical progression from particularity to 
universality was inscribed in a distinctly Hegelian philosophical framework. Beauvoir complicates 
Sartre’s method as early as the 1940s by inscribing the Hegelian dialectic into her analysis of social 
oppression in The Second Sex. Significantly, it is in the passages of her text where Beauvoir 
																																																						
22 The Second Sex, p. 311; “si haut qu’elle se hisse, si loin qu’elle s’aventure, il y aura toujours un plafond au-dessus de 
sa tête, des murs qui barreront son chemin,” in Le deuxième sexe, vol. I, p. 327. 
 
 
23 The Second Sex, p. 312; “il regarde passer des avions et il sait que parce qu’il est noir le ciel lui est défendu,” in Le 
deuxième sexe, vol. I, p. 328. 
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compares the subject position of women to that of blacks, Jews, and other historically oppressed 
groups, that the Hegelian allegory of Lordship and Bondage is most explicitly foregrounded. 
Unlike other historically exploited groups like blacks and Jews, Beauvoir argued, women have 
consistently been denied a singular subject position. As such, they have been excluded from 
achieving dialectical transcendence and universality. 
 “A man,” Beauvoir writes on the first page of her introduction, “is not a particularity [un 
homme n’est pas une singularité].”24 Since men are in a position of absolute power infused by bad 
faith, they position themselves as the othering universal without needing to overcome their 
particularity as gendered subjects. Men impose themselves as the essential, the absolute that defines 
humankind as a whole. In doing so, men deliberately posit gender as inessential and bar women 
from achieving othering universality themselves. This situation, Beauvoir argues, is specific only 
to women. While she emphasizes throughout The Second Sex that there are “deep analogies”25 
between the situation of—for instance—women and blacks, the appropriation of women under 
male universality sets them apart from other subjectivities in historical situations of oppression.  
Unlike women, other marginalized groups like Jews, gays, and blacks, are constituted as 
historical minorities whose social position changed over time. Since, as Beauvoir notes, “the subject 
posits itself only in opposition,”26 historical minorities are more clearly defined as others in relation 
to the rest of society. They are not subsumed into white male universality like women are, and as 
																																																						
24 The Second Sex, p. 5; Le deuxième sexe, vol. I, p. 15. 
 
 
25 The Second Sex, 12; “de profondes analogies,” in Le deuxième sexe, vol. I, p. 27. 
 
 
26 The Second Sex, p. 7; “le sujet ne se pose qu’en s’opposant,” in Le deuxième sexe, vol. I, p. 18. 
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such they “endure their lot in revolt.”27 They position themselves as an oppositional subjectivity, 
and this stance results in a historical struggle for recognition. Conversely, women, Beauvoir asserts 
provocatively, do not have a shared history like blacks or proletarians do, since they were denied a 
social space from where to wage that historical fight in the first place. “If woman discovers herself 
as the inessential and never turns into the essential,” Beauvoir writes, “it is because she does not 
bring about this transformation herself. Proletarians say ‘we.’ So do blacks. Positing themselves as 
subjects, they thus transform the bourgeois or whites into ‘others.’ Women (…) do not posit 
themselves authentically as Subjects.”28 As non-entities subsumed under male universality, women 
had effectively been whitewashed from history. 
 Women could not construct what Beauvoir calls a “counter-universe” since they are wholly 
subsumed into the universe that men have created for themselves. Women are in other words 
barred from engaging in a Hegelian, dialectical struggle from particularity to universality. Female 
subjectivity is always already constituted as an integral part of white male universality. This 
predetermined lack of reciprocity prohibits the female consciousness from setting herself apart, 
from engaging in a struggle with an oppositional consciousness in order to fully realize herself 
dialectically. If man is indoctrinated with the “pretext of the Hegelian idea that the male citizen 
acquires his ethical dignity by transcending himself toward the universal,” 29  woman—who is 
																																																						
27 The Second Sex, p. 312; “subissent leur sort dans la révolte,” in Le deuxième sexe, vol. I, p. 328. 
 
 
28 The Second Sex, p. 8; “Si la femme se découvre comme l’inessentiel qui jamais ne retourne à l’essentiel, c’est qu’elle 
n’opère pas elle-même ce retour. Les prolétaires disent “nous”. Les Noirs aussi. Se posant comme sujet ils changent en 
“autres” les bourgeois, les Blancs. Les femmes (…) ne se posent pas authentiquement comme Sujet,” in Le deuxième 
sexe, p. 20. 
 
 
29 The Second Sex, p. 652; “l’idée hégélienne selon laquelle le citoyen acquiert sa dignité éthique en se transcendant 
vers l’universel,” in Le deuxième sexe, vol. II, p. 329. 
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denied a position of particularity from where she can transcend herself on her way to freedom—is 
forced to obediently accept her imprisonment in a male universe. Or as Beauvoir puts it in the 
central chapter of her second volume, “Woman’s Situation and Character”: 
The “feminine world” is sometimes contrasted with the masculine universe, but it must be reiterated 
that women have never formed an autonomous and closed society; they are integrated into the group 
governed by males, where they occupy a subordinate position; they are united by a mechanical 
solidarity only insofar as they are similar: they do not share that organic solidarity upon which any 
unified community is founded; they have always endeavored (…) to band together to assert a 
“counter-universe [contre-univers],” but it is still within the masculine universe that they frame it. 
And this is where the paradox of their situation comes in: they belong both to the male world and 
to a sphere in which this world is challenged; enclosed in this sphere, involved in the male world, 
they cannot peacefully establish themselves anywhere.30  
 
Unlike Sartre, who does not push his critique of Hegel from the perspective of the Kierkegaardian 
“singular universal” until the 1960s, Beauvoir was struggling with Hegel’s white, male, and 
essentially Eurocentric conception of abstract consciousness and universality as early as the late 
1940s. In The Second Sex, Simone de Beauvoir uses and at the same time ab-uses Hegel. Hegelian 
universality is for her both poison and medicine. If women are to liberate themselves, they first will 
have to deconstruct their marginal position as one that is subsumed under male universality. Only 
then, from within a newly gained particularity, can women set out to carve out a space for a 
counter-universe and start to make dialectical progression toward universality and historical 
liberation. Only then will women, as other historical subjectivities like blacks and colonial subjects 
																																																						
30 The Second Sex, p. 638. “On oppose parfois le ‘monde féminin’ à l’univers masculin, mais il faut souligner encore 
une fois que les femmes n’ont jamais constitué une société autonome et fermée; elles sont intégrées à la collectivité 
gouvernée par les mâles et où elles occupent une place subordonnée; elles sont unies seulement en tant qu’elles sont 
des semblables par une solidarité organique sur laquelle se fonde toute communauté unifiée; elles se sont toujours 
efforcées (…) de se liguer pour affirmer un ‘contre-univers’, mais c’est encore du sein de l’univers masculin qu’elles le 
posent. Et de là vient le paradoxe de leur situation: elles appartiennent à la fois au monde mâle et à une sphère à laquelle 
ce monde est contesté; enfermées dans celle-ci, investies par celui-là, elles ne peuvent s’installer nulle part avec 
tranquillité,” in Le deuxième sexe, vol. II, p. 307. 
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had done before them, establish a social and political space from which to wage their struggle for 
freedom. 
If contemporary readers of Beauvoir sometimes wrongly disqualified her as Sartre’s faithful 
apprentice, more recent re-readings of Beauvoir have underscored the groundbreaking relevance 
of her simultaneous use and ab-use of Hegelian universality as a means towards fostering a feminist 
counter-politics. The Second Sex was ahead of its time, and anticipated the major strides of the 
feminism and women’s movement of the 1960s. Later feminist and queer readings of The Second 
Sex have consistently returned to Beauvoir’s near-Copernican rewiring of gender as embodied 
universality—at times celebrating its pivotal force, at times critiquing it and rewiring it for a 
changed reality.31 If today we consider gender as a combination of both innate biological factors 
and as a cultural situation defined in terms of choice, becoming and change, it is because Simone 
de Beauvoir was able to intuit as early as the late 1940s that woman is not a fixed reality but a 
becoming, and that non-heteronormative sexuality is nothing more than an “attitude that is chosen 
in situation.”32  
Perhaps one of the most canonical feminist/queer readings of Simone de Beauvoir—as 
Emily Apter has not failed to point out in her chapter on translation problems in Le deuxième 
																																																						
31 If Toril Moi insists on the contemporary relevance of Beauvoir’s attempt to “give the particular experience of some 
women the philosophical dignity of universal structures” and calls it a “highly effective countermove to the patriarchal 
wish to consider women as insignificant” (in Simone de Beauvoir: The Making of an Intellectual Woman, p. 67-68), 
critics like Sonia Kruks have dwelled on the implications of Beauvoir’s introduction of a rewired Hegelian universality 
for contemporary posthumanist critiques of the idea of the universal. According to Kruks, Beauvoir “did not embrace 
the troubling erasures of ‘the human’ that poststructuralism and posthumanism would often advocate or invite. 
Instead, at the heart of Beauvoir’s philosophy is the claim that we cannot separate consciousness from the 
particularities of embodiment or freedom from its situated enactments. (…) We need a humanism that acknowledges 
the particularities of a multiplicity of differently embodied lives (…) We need, in short, the kind of humanism we may 
draw from Beauvoir: one that affirms the ambiguity of human existence,” in Simone de Beauvoir and the Politics of 
Ambiguity, p. 26 and p. 32. 
 
 
32 The Second Sex, p. 436; “C’est une attitude choisie en situation,” in Le deuxième sexe, vol. I., p. 510. 
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sexe 33 —is that of Judith Butler. Butler has argued in a number of essays that Beauvoir’s 
understanding of Hegelian universality—namely, one that is always already conditioned by both 
biological factors and a particular socio-political situation—remains relevant to this day. In her 
eyes, Beauvoir continues to be the thinker who laid the foundations for our contemporary 
understanding of gender and the body politic. “In clarifying the notion of the body as ‘situation’,” 
Butler writes in an early article on Beauvoir, “she suggests an alternative to the gender polarity of 
masculine disembodiment and feminine enslavement to the body. (…) The body becomes a 
peculiar nexus of culture and choice, and ‘existing’ one’s body becomes a personal way of taking 
up and reinterpreting received gender norms.”34  
In her later Gender Trouble, Butler again insists on the crucial importance of Beauvoir’s 
insight that the situation of women and other gendered subjectivities is one that is subsumed under 
abstract male universality. The gendered subject is “always already masculine, conflated with the 
universal.”35 As such, Butler’s reading of Beauvoir recognizes that Beauvoir is not simply calling 
for women’s and other gendered subjects’ inclusion in abstract universality. Rather, Butler shows 
how Beauvoir’s is an early critique of “the abstract masculine epistemological subject,”36 that her 
																																																						
33 Apter discusses how Butler makes translation problems in Beauvoir operative in her own philosophical take on the 
concepts of “sex” and “gender” as untranslatables: “Butler gives herself a way to translate by doing things with sex and 
gender Untranslatables. And one can take away from this example a general impetus toward using translation—and 
specifically philosophical untranslatability—to pose the problem of sexual difference to ontology. Consistently, in 




34 Judith Butler, “Sex and Gender in Simone de Beauvoir’s Second Sex,” Yale French Studies 72 (1986), p. 45. 
 
 




36 Gender Trouble, p. 11. 
	 177 
work is in other words an early plea for an understanding of always already situated, ambiguous, 
singular, and dynamic universality. While Gender Trouble goes beyond Beauvoir and deeply 
engages with later manifestations of gender in critical theory including Foucault and Wittig, 
Butler’s famous contention that “gender is not a noun” but in fact “performatively produced”37 
could ultimately not have been made without Beauvoir’s fundamental insight that one is not born, 
but rather becomes a woman.38  
Later feminist and queer readings of Beauvoir like those of Apter, Moi, and Butler confirm 
in other words that what remains of Beauvoir today is the radical notion that gender is not a noun 
but a dynamic, dialectical stage rooted in and shaped by particular historical situations of 
oppression. Fewer critics, however, have noticed that Beauvoir consistently compares her analysis 
of gendered subjectivity to that of other situations of oppression, from racial discrimination to 
colonial exploitation. These subjectivities, like woman, are for Beauvoir but transitory moments 
en route to self-realization in universality; they announce the promise of future socio-political 
equality. If women’s progression towards achieving this level of existential freedom is not quite the 
same as that of other historically oppressed subjectivities, in Beauvoir’s theoretical construction 
the abstractions of gender, race, and class are collectively understood as momentary snapshots of 
a particular historical nexus.  
The early Beauvoir of The Ethics of Ambiguity and The Second Sex already knew that, 
while there were fundamental differences in their existential makeup, the analogies between 
																																																						
37 Gender Trouble, p. 24-25. 
 
 
38 In her Against World Literature, Emily Apter has shown how the many problems in translation in Beauvoir’s The 
Second Sex are to be ascribed to its problematic first English translation. See Against World Literature, p. 159-168. 
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subjects in situations of race, class, and gender enabled them to learn from each other and 
compelled them to form a coalition towards their respective struggles for liberation. “Let blacks 
vote and they become worthy of the vote; give woman responsibilities and she knows how to 
assume them,” Beauvoir writes with typical existentialist optimism in conclusion of The Second 
Sex, “it seems most certain that they will sooner or later attain perfect economic and social equality, 
which will bring about an inner metamorphosis.”39 Beauvoir had done what she had set out to do 
when she went for her walk in Harlem in 1947—she had learned from other subjectivities in 
situations of oppression exactly what it meant to wage a struggle for liberation, and was teaching 
others how to go through the same learning process. 
 
In the early 1960s, at the height of the war in Algeria, the French intelligentsia was 
captivated by the fate of a certain Djamila Boupacha. Boupacha was an Algerian freedom fighter 
who had been arrested by French authorities and notably submitted to torture. When the lawyer 
Gisèle Halimi approached Beauvoir with the request to lend her influential voice in support of a 
campaign aimed at denouncing this widespread practice of the Algerian war, Beauvoir 
immediately set out to publish a widely read article in Le Monde. “When the leaders of a country 
accept that crimes are committed in its name,” Beauvoir wrote admonishingly, “all its citizens 
belong to a criminal nation.”40 Soon after the article was published, a “Committee for the Defense 
																																																						
39 The Second Sex, p. 764; “qu’on laisse les Noirs voter, ils deviennent dignes du vote; qu’on donne à la femme des 
responsabilités, elles sait les assumer (…) il semble à peu près certain qu’elles accéderont d’ici un temps plus ou moins 
long à la parfaite égalité économique et sociale, ce qui entraînera une métamorphose intérieure,” in Le deuxième sexe, 
vol. II, p. 500. 
 
 
40 Own translation. “Quand des dirigeants d’un pays acceptent que des crimes se commettent en son nom, tous les 
citoyens appartiennent à une nation criminelle,” in Simone de Beauvoir, “Pour Djamila Boupacha” in Le Monde, June 
3, 1960. For more background on Beauvoir’s involvement with the Committee for the Defense of Djamila Boupacha, 
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of Djamila Boupacha” was established. Truthful to her early insight that every free consciousness 
is ethically compelled to try and assist others in their struggle for existential freedom, the Boupacha 
case was one of the first concrete examples of how the Simone de Beauvoir of the 1950s and 1960s 
would put her earlier philosophical and feminist insights into practice. Acutely aware of her ethical 
complicity with colonial violence as a citizen of France, Beauvoir knew that she had to intervene. 
 Beauvoir’s direct intervention in the debate surrounding Djamila Boupacha and the use of 
torture in the Algerian war broadly speaking, was symptomatic of her relentless commitment, from 
the 1950s onward, to anticolonial causes. A case like that of Boupacha was another teachable 
moment for Beauvoir. As a colonial subject situated at the nexus of racialized and gendered 
exploitation, Boupacha was a strong symbol of how risky it was to carve out a counter-universe in 
opposition to abstract white, male, and colonial universality. Witnessing this exploitation, seeing 
how attempts at overturning it were violently repressed, Beauvoir argued, made any French man 
and French woman complicit with the violence associated with patriarchal and colonial claims to 
universality. As Beauvoir would write two years later in her introduction to an influential book on 
the Boupacha case edited by Halimi, which notably included a portrait of Boupacha by Pablo 
Picasso, “The alternatives are simple and clear-cut [Il n’existe qu’une alternative]. Either (…) you 
align yourselves with our contemporary butchers rather than their victims (…) or else you reject 
(…) the greater aim which sanctions them.”41 
																																																						
see Sandrine Sanos, Simone de Beauvoir: Creating a Feminist Existence in the World (New York & Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2017), p. 122-130. 
 
 
41 Simone de Beauvoir, “Introduction,” in Simone de Beauvoir and Gisèle Halimi, Djamila Boupacha, tr. Peter Green 
(London: Deutsch, 1962), p. 20-21; “Il n’existe qu’une alternative: ou bien (…) vous vous rangez parmi les bourreaux 
de ceux qui souffrent aujourd’hui. (…). Ou bien vous refusez (…) la fin qui les autorise et les réclame,” in Simone de 

















    
Fig. 1 Pablo Picasso, Djamila Boupacha, in 
                                         Gisèle Halimi ed., Djamila Boupacha (Paris: Gallimard, 1962) 
 
It was this same political commitment rooted in careful intellectual analysis that marked 
Simone de Beauvoir’s trip to China in the immediate aftermath of Bandung. The trip with Sartre 
inaugurated her decades-long engagement with Third-Worldist revolutionary causes. Like the 
Boupacha case, the historical shifts in postwar China compelled Beauvoir to act. When in 1955 
Beauvoir and Sartre headed Zhou En-lai’s call at Bandung to “come and see” what was happening 
in China, they in other words did not simply travel to the country as political tourists. Beauvoir 
and Sartre both knew that what was happening in China at the time represented a significant 
historical break. China was another situation, another singular universal that compelled the 
intellectual to become politically engaged. It was important for them to understand what it meant 
that they had been invited by the Chinese to “come and see” for themselves. China wanting itself 
to be seen, it seemed to Sartre and Beauvoir, was at the core of its existential situation.  
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 In all her earlier writings concerned with the existential situation, from The Ethics of 
Ambiguity to The Second Sex, Beauvoir had insisted on the fleeting, dynamic quality of 
subjectivity. Subjectivity for Beauvoir, as I have discussed above, was akin to a continuous 
dialectical becoming, an upward path from singularity to universality as determined by a specific 
socio-political situation of oppression. When she set out to analyze the situation of China in her 
travelogue The Long March, Beauvoir strikingly returned to this core concept of her philosophical 
and feminist work. Beauvoir begins her account with a remarkable discussion of how her notion 
of China had changed over the course of her trip. “The true China,” she wrote at the outset of her 
introduction, “infinitely exceeded the concepts and the words with which I had tried to visualize 
and foregauge it. China was no longer an idea; it had assumed flesh and bone [elle s’était 
incarnée].”42 China in other words was akin to the other “singular universals,” from women to Jews 
and blacks, that Beauvoir had foregrounded in her earlier writings. China, like these other 
subjectivities, was a self-moving, incarnated, embodied consciousness whose dialectical progress 
was defined by its historicity. 
 Beauvoir’s notion of China as a dialectically shaped incarnation returns throughout her 
text. Remarkably, Beauvoir repeatedly uses the same vocabulary that made her earlier 
philosophical and feminist writings so groundbreaking. China, for Beauvoir, was to be understood 
as a becoming, a shifting and fleeting dynamic rather than an essentialist and stable notion. China 
was a verb rather than a noun. Entirely in opposition to the age-old stereotype of China as a 
monolithic, immovable, and sleepy giant, Beauvoir describes revolutionary China as a country 
																																																						
42 The Long March, p. 11; “la vraie Chine avait infiniment débordé les concepts et les mots avec lesquels j’essayai de la 
prévoir. Elle n’était plus une Idée: elle s’était incarnée,” in La longue marche, p. 9. 
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defined by the future towards it was collectively heading, forever changing and obliterating its 
present and past.  
“Where ought one to stand [où faut-il se situer] to get a clear view of China?,” Beauvoir 
asks in her Introduction, only to immediately conclude that, “Between the past (…) and the future 
as yet invisible, the present does not seem like very safe or certain ground,” and that “the question 
is of trying to decipher not statistics but a living reality [une réalité de chair et d’os].”43 The English 
translation glosses over Beauvoir’s conceptual apparatus here—a flaw that may in part explain why 
the philosophical relevance of The Long March has so often been overlooked by critics. For 
Beauvoir, the idea of China as a dialectical becoming was unquestionably the overarching 
methodological framework of her text. If China was an embodied, instable becoming forever 
tending towards the future, this complicated what it meant for Beauvoir to respond to Zhou En-
lai’s invitation to “come and see” what was happening in China. “They did not hide China behind 
our backs,” Beauvoir writes of her guides, “they had us see China.”44 But the China she witnessed 
was a continuously changing one, one that was perhaps refusing to be described, one unwilling to 
let itself be pinned down by a foreign visitor who did not speak the language. The only response 
Beauvoir was able to give, then, was an account in which she situated China as a complex 
philosophical and existential situation, as a reality of flesh and bone. Ultimately, for Beauvoir, 
China was another embodied, singular universal, a historically embedded and dialectical claim to 
universality:  
																																																						
43 The Long March, p. 14; “Où faut-il se situer pour regarder la Chine? Entre le passé (…) et l’avenir encore invisible à 
l’oeil n, le présent ne semble pas un terrain sûr. En tout cas j’ai déjà compris que ce pays (…) est une réalité de chair et 
d’os qu’il faudra essayer de déchiffrer,” in La longue marche, p. 12. 
 
 
44 The Long March, p. 19, “on ne nous a pas caché la Chine, (…) on nous l’a montrée,” in La longue marche, p. 17. 
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In China it is not possible to take a position instantly. It is shifting, too fleeting. The abstract 
philosophical definition here turns up as the most concrete of all truths: the present is nothing but 
evolution [un passage], a becoming [une limite]. (…) I was quick to realize that, in the usual sense 
of the word, a report on China would not do at all. The reporter explores a stable present whose 
various elements are there to serve as reciprocal keys; by way of contingent facts, each with its 
meaning overshadowed by its implications, he strives to reach an overarching ensemble. In China, 
nothing is contingent, meaning coincides with things, the meaning of a thing takes its definition, 
not from its relationship to every other thing, but from the future it has in common with everything 
else. It is futile to set about describing this country—it demands to be explained.45  
 
 
What marks Beauvoir’s methodological approach, then, is a constant self-criticism and self-
awareness of her situation as an invited observer versed in literary history, philosophy, and 
sociology. The Beauvoir traveling in China thinks of herself as a singular universal confronting 
another singular universal, as a self-moving consciousness that is forced to watch a foreign 
dynamic entity taking shape without being able to arrest its movement. She constantly 
problematizes her ethical position in an effort to do the greatest justice possible to the reality she 
is analyzing. She critically examines her role as a philosopher who understands that simple 
reporting would be an example of existential bad faith. Ultimately, Beauvoir treats China like any 
other subjectivity she had tried to analyze from a philosophical point of view in her earlier ethical 
and feminist work. The situation of revolutionary China—a collective consciousness that in 
Beauvoir’s eyes was striving towards its existential liberation—compelled her as a feminist 
philosopher to facilitate this dialectical process by attempting to explain it. 
 While Sartre never wrote a book-length account of his trip with Beauvoir, he did publish 
two relatively unknown and thus far untranslated articles in France observateur, titled “La Chine 
																																																						
45 Translation modified. The Long March, p. 32; (…) il est impossible en Chine de s’installer dans l’instant. L’abstraite 
définition des philosophes devient ici la plus concrète des vérités: le présent n’est qu’un passage, une limite. (…) j’ai 
vite compris qu’il ne fallait pas songer à écrire sur la Chine un reportage, au sens classique du mot. Le reporter explique 
un présent stable dont les différents éléments se servent réciproquement de clés; à travers des faits contingents, et 
chargés de significations qui les débordent, il s’efforce d’atteindre un ensemble. En Chine, rien n’est contingent, le sens 
coincide avec la chose; et chacune se définit, non par son rapport à chaque autre mais par l’avenir qui leur est commun 
à toutes. Il est vain de prétendre décrire ce pays: il demande à être expliqué,” in La longue marche, p. 29. 
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que j’ai vue.”46 Strikingly, in these two articles, Sartre returns to the same tropes as Beauvoir and 
uses a similar vocabulary centered on the question of “seeing” a future-bound China that was 
forever fleeting and changing. “It would not serve any purpose,” Sartre wrote here, “to describe 
China—one cannot ‘show and tell’ [donner à voir] without at the same time showing and 
understanding [donner (…) à comprendre].”47 Like Beauvoir, Sartre insists that revolutionary 
China incessantly tended towards the future. A formerly colonized and feudal country that was 
rapidly industrializing “because it is its only defense against colonialism,”48 Sartre understood that 
Bandung-era China was what he called “a great building site without any picturesque qualities”49 
that wanted the world to see how it was changing and building a new world for itself. “We have 
been invited to China,” Sartre understood, “to show us the future.”50  
																																																						
46 For more background on Sartre’s response to the 1955 trip to China with Beauvoir, see Annie Cohen-Solal, Jean-
Paul Sartre: A Life, tr. Anna Cancogni (New York & London: The New Press, 1987), p. 392-394. Cohen-Solal describes 
the China trip as a moment of anticolonial awakening for Sartre: “The trip to China awoke Sartre to the problems of 
the third world and prepared both travelers for their future contacts,” in Jean-Paul Sartre: A Life, p. 394. 
 
 
47 Own translation. “il ne servirait à rien de décrire et l’on ne peut “donner à voir” sans donner en même temps à 
comprendre,” in Jean-Paul Sartre, “La Chine que j’ai vue,” in France observateur, December 1, 1955, p. 30.  
 
 
48 Own translation. “parce que c’est son unique défense contre le colonialisme,” in France observateur, December 1, 
1955, p. 31. 
 
 
49 Own translation. “ce grand chantier sans pittoresque,” in France observateur, December 1, 1955, p. 30. Sartre’s use 
of the word “picturesque” is reminiscent of his only other known publication on revolutionary China, his 1948 preface 
to an album of Cartier-Bresson photographs of revolutionary China, titled “From One China to the Other.” In this 
preface, Sartre states: “This album is an announcement; it announces the end of tourism. It gently teaches us, without 
useless pathos, that poverty has lost its picturesque quality and will never recover it,” in Jean-Paul Sartre, Colonialism 
and Neocolonialism, tr. Azzedine Haddour, Steve Brewer & Terry McWilliams (London & New York: Routledge, 
2001), p. 24; “Cet album est un faire-part: il annonce la fin du tourisme. Il nous apprend avec ménagement, sans 
pathétique inutile, que la misère a perdu son pittoresque et ne le retrouvera plus jamais, in “D’une Chine a l’autre,” 
Situations, V. Colonialisme et neo-colonialisme. (Paris: Gallimard, 1964), p. 17. 
 
 
50 Own translation. “C’est pour nous montrer l’avenir qu’on nous a invités en Chine,” in France observateur, December 
8, 1955, p. 12. 
	 185 
At the same time, as a foreign observer, Sartre felt strangely excluded from what he calls 
the “experience of historical movement” of China.”51 Sartre knew that the dialectical process of 
historical progress in which Bandung-era China was engaging itself was a dynamic, self-moving 
one that defied intervention or accurate description by another consciousness. Sartre, as a 
subjectivity situated in an entirely different historical reality, realized that he did not necessarily 
have an active role to play. Like Beauvoir, he intuited that the only thing he could do as a foreign 
philosopher was to try and use his philosophical training in an effort to understand what was 
happening. 
 One of the techniques Sartre’s life partner used to understand and explain China as a 
socially and historically determined existential situation, was her reliance on detailed 
documentation and research. As she had done a decade earlier in her feminist treatise The Second 
Sex, Beauvoir used a wide array of source material as a foundation for her analysis. A good example 
is her chapter titled “The Family,” which investigates the effect of revolutionary reforms on 
women’s issues. Relying on historical accounts and her own feminist background52, Beauvoir pays 
special attention to the 1950 Marriage Law, which institutionalized divorce regulations and 
symbolized a departure from centuries of discrimination and inequality. Beauvoir argues 
convincingly how collectivization had brought along the added bonus of increased gender parity. 
Yet, true to her basic insight that thoughtful analysis is crucial in the face of a complex and rapidly 
changing situation, Beauvoir immediately counters that it would be wrong to jump to conclusions 
																																																						
51 Own translation. “expérience du mouvement historique,” in France observateur, December 8, 1955, p. 12. 
 
 
52 Huguette Bourchardeau, one of Beauvoir’s biographers, shows how China represented in Beauvoir’s eyes as a “point 
of reference (…) for the success of women’s liberation,” returning to the topic on a number of occasions. Own 
translation. “la Chine servira de référence à Simone de Beauvoir comme réussite de la libération des femmes,” in 
Huguette Bouchardeau, Simone de Beauvoir: Biographie (Paris: Flammarion, 2007), p. 205. 
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without prolonged study.  “The relationship between love, the desire to serve the country, the 
desire for self-fulfillment in each Chinese woman,” Beauvoir insists tellingly, “takes on an 
extraordinary pattern. To gain an idea of its complexity it would be necessary to have a long 
familiarity with a great many of them.”53 
 The same attention to detailed research marks Simone de Beauvoir’s discussion of the 
myriad manifestations of the “Bandung Spirit” in the China of 1955. The penultimate chapter of 
The Long March, titled “The First of October,” is entirely dedicated to a vivid account of the 
celebrations and parades honoring the anniversary of the founding of the People’s Republic. 
Tellingly, Beauvoir is especially interested in the presence of the many foreign delegations that had 
been invited by the Zhou Enlai government at Bandung. What strikes her is that these delegations 
were there to put into practice what Beauvoir calls an alternative “cosmopolitanism.” In China in 
1955, an entirely new kind of universality was being imagined in the wake of Bandung, and 
Beauvoir knew that she had been invited to witness it:  
This is no run-of-the-mill cosmopolitan atmosphere [Ce cosmopolitisme a un caractère bien 
particulier]. Led by the accidental twists and turns in their individual histories, you will see people 
from everywhere rubbing elbows in the lounges of big New York hotels; but the only thing they have 
I common is the thick wall-to-wall carpet they are walking on. Here, when I run into a Spaniard, a 
Portuguese, a Czech, a South African, I immediately sense a nearness, a complicity with him; he and 
I know that different as our languages may be; words have the same meaning for us.54  
 
																																																						
53 The Long March, p. 155; “Le rapport entre l’amour, la volonté de servir le pays, celle d’accomplir soi-même prend 
chez chaque Chinoise une figure singulière. Pour en découvrir la complexité, il faudrait avoir avec beaucoup d’entre 
elles une longue familiarité,” in La longue marche, p. 151-152. 
 
 
54 The Long March, p. 418; “Ce cosmopolitisme a un caractère bien particulier. Entre les gens les hasards de leur 
histoires individuelles amènent à se coudoyer dans le hall d’un grand hôtel newyorkais, il n’y a rien de commun, sinon 
le sol qu’ils foulent. Ici, quand je croise un Espagnol, un Portugais, un Tchèque ou un Sud-Africain, je sens avec lui 
une immédiate complicité; nous savons qu’à travers les différents langages les mots ont pour nous le même sens,” in 
La longue marche, p. 405. 
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Beauvoir is arguing in other words that there existed a different kind of complicity between the 
invited delegates from both sides of the Iron Curtain present at the First of October celebrations. 
They all had clear sympathies for the Non-Alignment Movement and the alternative notion of 
universality it represented. Beauvoir realized that these foreign intellectuals encountering each 
other in Beijing as they were enthusiastically embracing an entirely new claim to universality, were 
part of the same universe. They were speaking the same language in spite of their linguistic and 
cultural differences; they were embracing a cosmopolitanism mindful of the inherent 
untranslatability of its individual building blocks. Beauvoir’s comparison with capitalist 
universality in Cold War New York, then, is a revealing one. What bound the American claim to 
postwar democratic universalism together was material wealth, here metaphorically rendered by 
Beauvoir’s image of wall-to-wall carpet. In Beauvoir’s eyes, what was happening in China in 1955 
was of an altogether different nature. Unlike American democratic universalism, in her mind the 
delegates invited at Bandung were connected through a complicity of a common language, a 
deeper understanding based on shared political beliefs and philosophical convictions. 
 Perhaps, then, Beauvoir’s understanding of Bandung-era cosmopolitanism is on par with 
Bruce Robbins’s more recent rewiring of the term. Beauvoir can be said to adhere to what Robbins 
calls a “cosmopolitanism at the planetary scale,” a cosmopolitanism that is “aimed at all nations 
equally, powerful or powerless, in whatever stage of development they find themselves.”55 Such a 
variant of cosmopolitanism is one that is able to contend with its problematic mirror image 
embodied by American-style democratic universalism. In Beauvoir’s mind, what bound the 
																																																						
55 Bruce Robbins, Perpetual War: Cosmopolitanism from the Viewpoint of Violence (Durham & London: Duke 
University Press, 2012), p. 19-20. 
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delegates assembled in Beijing together was precisely a shared mistrust of the capitalist universal, 
alongside a common enthusiasm for a competitive alternative. 
 Beauvoir also showed a keen interest in the cultural ramifications of Bandung. In great 
detail she describes how during her time in Beijing she had witnessed “an exhibit of Hindu art, a 
Hindu film festival; (…) Indonesian and Burmese dancing, ballets given by the Viet Minh.”56 She 
intuits that these cultural delegates from all over non-aligned Asia must have been invited in the 
framework of Afro-Asian cultural collaboration first imagined at Bandung. “It was first and 
foremost to the peoples of Asia,” Beauvoir writes in the context of her discussion of these Bandung-
era cultural exchanges, “that Chou En-lai extended his ‘Come and see’ invitation; for China 
considers herself the pacemaker in Asia and to have a mission there.”57 Beauvoir seemed to realize 
in other words that as a white European woman she was not exactly an active participant to the 
universality-building she was witnessing. All she could do was to try and understand what was 
happening, to try and look the existential situation of Bandung in the eye by parsing through its 
empirical manifestations. 
 It is also in the chapter on the First of October that Beauvoir most explicitly outlines the 
methodological framework she had used for her account of Bandung-era China. It would be a 
mistake, she argues, to go about “judging things as though they were final, fixed as such 
[arrêtées].”58 In the China of 1955, she continues, the present “derives its meaning from the past it 
																																																						
56 The Long March, p. 423; “une exposition d’art hindou, un festival du film hindou; (…) des danses indonésiennes et 
birmanes, (…) des ballets donnés par le Viet Minh,” in La longue marche, p. 410. 
 
 
57 The Long March, p. 423; “C’est tout spécialement aux peuples d’Asie que Chou En-laï a lancé l’appel: “Venez voir”, 
conformément à la haute idée que la Chine se fait de sa mission sur le continent,” in La longue marche, p. 410. 
 
 
58 The Long March, p. 419; “juger les choses comme si elles étaient arrêtées,” in La longue marche, p. 405. 
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has left in its wake, from the future it is ushering in.”59 If you jump to conclusions about China’s 
present state as a nation undergoing rapid development, or about its fledgling role on the 
international stage, you are in Beauvoir’s words “unmindful of China’s situation [c’est méconnaître 
sa situation].”60 Understanding China, Beauvoir knew, meant deciphering its existential situation 
as one that is marked by dialectical dynamism and continuous becoming. It entailed grasping that 
revolutionary China and the decolonizing nations it saw as its natural partners were constantly 
changing, self-moving entities. China was moving across the ridge of particularism. China, 
Beauvoir realized, was leaving behind a historically determined situation of colonialism and violent 
exploitation, and was starting to make a radically new claim to universality. 
 
 When in the early 1970s journals like Tel Quel and organizations like Gauche prolétarienne 
were re-discovering the China of the Cultural Revolution, Simone de Beauvoir and Jean-Paul 
Sartre had become part of the intellectual generation against which the nouveaux arrivés were 
rebelling. A new cohort of French intellectuals were looking towards China for entirely different 
reasons than their predecessors had done. As the Chinese travel accounts by thinkers like Roland 
Barthes and Julia Kristeva suggest, these new minds were perhaps more interested in analyzing 
their own individual desires and frustrations than truly attempting to look the situation of China 
in the eye.61 In the new era of mostly Althusserian—and to a certain extent Foucaldian—anti-
																																																						
59 The Long March, p. 419; “le présent tire son sens du passé qu’il dépasse, de l’avenir qu’il annonce,” in La longue 
marche, p. 406. 
 
 
60 The Long March, p. 419; La longue marche, p. 406. 
 
 
61 Roland Barthes’s posthumously published and recently translated Carnets du voyage en Chine offer a revealing peek 
into his queer sexual politics during his trip to China with Tel Quel. They leave little room for doubt as to why Barthes’s 
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humanism, existentialist treatises on the complicated makeup of singular universals were 
decidedly passé. 
Even in the face of this mounting criticism aimed at the intellectual dinosaurs of the 
immediate postwar, Simone de Beauvoir and her life partner remained committed to their 
fundamental philosophical and ethical stance. If a new generation of young, bright philosophers 
was turning their gaze towards China and Mao, perhaps it was important for Sartre and Beauvoir 
to try and understand the existential situation of these fresh thinkers. Once more, they decided to 
throw themselves into the fray. Once more, they thought it would be a good idea to try and assist 
other free consciousness in their dialectical progression towards existential freedom and 
universality.    
When the Maoists activists behind the main newspaper of Gauche prolétarienne, titled La 
cause du peuple, were facing prosecution, the most famous intellectual couple of France decided 
they could no longer sit still. Sartre took on the role of temporary editor in chief of the newspaper, 
writing in his first editorial published on May Day: “I affirm my solidarity with all acts that (…) 
translate the real violence that exists today in the masses, in order to underline their revolutionary 
character.”62 Sartre had made it clear in other words that he was on the same political footing as 
																																																						
trip was not as enjoyable as he might have hoped, and are full of explicit discussions of the writer’s desire for young, 
at times underage Chinese boys whose company he was unable to seek. Julia Kristeva, in her On Chinese Women, 
projects Western socio-political concerns and psychoanalytical considerations onto a misread cultural alterity, as 
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s has not failed to notice. See Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “French Feminism in an 
International Frame”, Yale French Studies 62 (1981), p. 154-184.  
 
 
62 Own translation. “j’affirme ma solidarité avec tous les actes qui, comme ceux qui ont été incriminés, traduiront la 
violence qui existe aujourd’hui réellement dans les masses pour en souligner le caractère révolutionnaire,” in La cause 
du peuple 3.20, May 1, 1970, p. 3. Courtesy Bibliothèque nationale de France, Gr.fol.Lc27107. Apart from his editorials 
for La cause du peuple, Sartre wrote relatively little on his engagement with Maoism. In 1972 he wrote a preface to a 
book on Maoism in France, stating that “the Maoists (…) appear to be the only revolutionary force (…) capable of 
adapting itself to the new forms of the class struggle in the era of organized capitalism.” Own translation. “les maos 
(…) apparaissent comme la seule force révolutionnaire (…) capable de s’adapter aux nouvelles formes de la lutte des 
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the generation that had made May 1968 happen just two years earlier. Notably, Simone de Beauvoir 
would also contribute to the newspaper over the course of Sartre’s tenure as editor in chief, often 
leaving her articles unsigned in the collective spirit of the newspaper.63 In a rare signed editorial 
published in October of 1970, titled “Your Pin is a Cobblestone,” Beauvoir expressed her 
enthusiastic support for the Maoist activists working alongside factory workers at the Renault-
Billancourt plant. “The liberated class,” she wrote here in reference to a wide-spread token of 
resistance worn by the activists, “has decided to wear a cobblestone for a pin. The cobblestone 








                                          
 
Figs. 2-3 Sartre and Beauvoir handing out copies of La cause du peuple 
Images courtesy Bibliothèque nationale de France 
 
																																																						
classes, dans la période du capitalisme organisé,” in Jean-Paul Sartre, “Avant-propos,” in Michèle Manceaux, Les maos 
en France (Paris: Gallimard, 1972), p. 15. 
 
 
63 On Beauvoir’s involvement with Gauche prolétarienne and La cause du peuple, see Sanos, Simone de Beauvoir: 
Creating a Feminist Existence in the World, p. 160-161. 
 
 
64 Own translation. “Depuis longtemps (…) la classe libérée a décidé de porter un pavé à la place de la quille. Le pavé 
c’est la résistance, c’est un état d’esprit nouveau et pas seulement un caillou qu’on porte au cou,” in Simone de 
Beauvoir, “Appelés, votre quille est le pavé,” in La cause du peuple 3.29, October 14, 1970, p. 7. Courtesy Bibliothèque 
nationale de France, Gr.fol.Lc27107. 
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What this late example of Simone de Beauvoir’s political engagement demonstrates is that 
Beauvoir never shied away from an unknown reality, a new situation, another singular universal 
that crossed her path as an engaged feminist intellectual. If a new generation of thinkers were 
symbolically wearing cobblestones as tokens of their Maoist political allegiance, it was up to 
Beauvoir to gain a deeper understanding of the phenomenon. Her ethical and feminist foundations 
had taught her that subjectivities are defined by their socio-political situation. They are continually 
evolving, continually re-shaping themselves as they dialectically move towards existential freedom.  
Beauvoir never forgot her fundamental commitment from her early ethical and feminist writings. 
Beauvoir knew that when it came to political engagement, it was crucial to learn from social and 
historical situations that were not necessarily her own. Just like she had set out to do when she 
travelled to China in 1955, Beauvoir approached the free consciousnesses she was encountering 
along her way with careful intellectual curiosity. Everything she experienced was a teachable 
moment. Even if the philosophical foundations and political interests of the Maoist activists at 
Billancourt were not necessarily entirely in tune with her own, Beauvoir never lost her drive to 






André Malraux’s Musée imaginaire or the Neocolonial Universal 
 
In November of 1946, the first General Conference of the newly minted United Nations 
Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization was solemnly opened at the Sorbonne in Paris. 
In the audience, alongside the Chinese linguist Yuen Ren Chao and the future Indian President 
Sarvapalli Radhakrishnan, were the luminaries of the French intellectual and literary scene. Jean-
Paul Sartre, Louis Aragon, and André Malraux had been invited to give their wide-ranging 
perspectives on the occasion of the organization’s philosophical baptism. In his report submitted 
to the Conference, the newly appointed Director-General of UNESCO, the British evolutionary 
biologist Sir Julian Huxley, had just outlined the philosophical premises of the fledgling institution. 
“The general philosophy of UNESCO,” Aldous Huxley’s brother had declared emphatically, 
“should be a scientific world humanism, global in extent and evolutionary in background.”1 In 
their own speeches to UNESCO’s first General Conference, Sartre, Aragon, and Malraux did not 
fail to respond to this call for a renewed “world humanism.” If Sartre and Aragon were perhaps the 
most critical voices in the room, the former communist compagnon de route and future Gaullist 
Minister of Culture André Malraux decided to use the opportunity to make an unexpected 
announcement. It was at the UNESCO Conference in 1946 that Malraux first launched his 
controversial idea for a universalist “Imaginary Museum.” 
Just one year before the solemn opening session of UNESCO at the Sorbonne, the 
organization had laid down its core principles in a Constitution. “The great and terrible war which 
																																																								
1 Julian Huxley, UNESCO: Its Purpose and Its Philosophy (Paris: UNESCO Prepatory Commission of the First General 
Conference, 1946), courtesy UNESCO Archives, p. 8. See also A Chronology of UNESCO 1945-1987, courtesy 
UNESCO Archives, LAD.85/WS/4. 
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has now ended,” the document’s Preamble stated, “was a war made possible by the denial of the 
democratic principles of the dignity, equality and mutual respect of men.”2 UNESCO was in other 
words a direct inheritor of the atrocities and human rights abuses of the Second World War. Like 
its big brother, the New York-based United Nations, the intellectual climate in which the smaller 
Parisian satellite of UNESCO was launched was marked by a profound abhorrence of antisemitism 
and other forms of racism and discrimination. The organization was unmistakably rooted in the 
humanist and universalist philosophical premises that would form the backbone of the 1948 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights. With American democracy as its guiding light, UNESCO 
was an intrinsic part of the reshuffled global order after the war.3 
The lectures and reports that Julian Huxley produced at the UNESCO opening session in 
his capacity of Director-General were highly revealing. Huxley was a staunch humanist. Trained 
as an evolutionary biologist, he believed that humankind was a product of the same “world stuff of 
which (…) the stars are made.”4 He insisted that from an evolutionary point of view human 
progress was inevitable and would benefit enormously from what he called a “common pool” of 																																																								
2 Constitution of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (1945), in A Chronology of 
UNESCO 1945-1987, courtesy UNESCO Archives LAD.85/WS/4, p. VIII. 
 
 
3 Lydia Liu has tracked down what she calls the “potent shadows of universalism” cast by the debates surrounding the 
UDHR, particularly the notorious colonial clause. See Lydia H. Liu, “Shadows of Universalism: The Untold Story of 
Human Rights Around 1948,” Critical Inquiry 40.4 (Summer 2014), p. 388. Fred Turner also offers an insightful 
account of the humanist intellectual climate of the immediate postwar in which UNESCO was born: “To American 
intellectuals and many political leaders, both the United Nations and UNESCO represented opportunities to 
perpetuate the cooperation of the wartime Allies. (…) If they were to keep the peace, the Allies would now need to 
promote a universal humanism, a sense that all people were in fact equal no matter their culture or race, and to foster 
actual cross-cultural collaborations to make that ideal come alive,” in Fred Turner, The Democratic Surround: 
Multimedia and American Liberalism from World War II to the Psychedelic Sixties (Chicago & London: The 
University of Chicago Press, 2013), p. 164. See also Roger-Pol Droit, Humanitity in the Making: Overview of the 
Intellectual History of UNESCO, 1945-2005 (Paris: UNESCO, 2005) and Stanley Meiser, United Nations: A History 
(New York: Grove Press, 1995), p. 222 et passim. 
 
 
4 UNESCO: Its Purpose and Its Philosophy, p. 14. 
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genetic material. “UNESCO should aim,” he stated in his controversial speech at the Sorbonne, “at 
securing the fullest contribution to the common pool from racial groups which, owing to their 
remoteness or their backwardness, have so far had little share in it.”5  
The best way to achieve such neo-Darwinian genetic and racial variety in a common genetic 
pool, Huxley believed, was the active promotion of a future world government and “the emergence 
of a single world culture, with its own philosophy.”6 Huxley put forward that the ideals of the 
common genetic pool, and therefore human evolution, were thwarted by the rivalries of the 
nascent Cold War. The struggle for geopolitical domination between the “two opposing 
philosophies of life”7 embodied by American democracy and Soviet communism was harmful to 
evolutionary progress. His conclusion was that UNESCO should strive to promote a world 
humanism on the basis of recent insights from evolutionary biology and eugenics. Evolutionary 
progress had already “raised the upper level achieved by the world-stuff from the aimless jazz of 
electrons and atoms through a whole series of astonishing stages,”8 Huxley claimed. Only if a world 
																																																								
5 Julian Huxley, “A Re-Definition of ‘Progress’,” in Reflections On Our Age: Lectures Delivered at the Opening Session 
of UNESCO at the Sorbonne University, Paris (London: Allan Wingate, 1948), courtesy UNESCO Archives, p. 343. 
Huxley would later play a role in the debates surrounding UNESCO’s notorious Statement on Race. See Anthony 




6 UNESCO: Its Purpose and Its Philosophy, p. 61. One such civilization that Huxley desperately wanted to include in 
his common world culture was China. In response to the Harvard-educated linguist Yuen Ren Chao, who in his “The 
Efficiency of the Chinese Language” speech at the Sorbonne had stated that the “relation between Chinese writing and 
the spoken language is (…) not very efficient” (see Reflections on Our Age, p. 326), Huxley stated that “for Chinese 
civilization to enjoy its full potentialities of progress it will be necessary to change to an alphabetic method,” in “A Re-
Definition of ‘Progress’,” in Reflections On Our Age, p. 339. Effectively, for Huxley, so-called “world culture” was very 
much modeled after European culture. 
 
 
7 UNESCO: Its Purpose and Its Philosophy, p. 61. 
 
 
8 “A Re-Definition of ‘Progress’,” in Reflections On Our Age, p. 346. 
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government based on the insights of scientific humanism succeeded in gaining the ideological 
upper hand, would the final evolutionary stage of “the orchestration of human diversity from 
competitive discord to harmonious symphony”9 be within reach.  
In his own lecture to UNESCO’s opening session, titled “Man and Artistic Culture,” 
Malraux first launched his idea for an imaginary world museum. “Our Imaginary Museum, 
worldwide in its scope [ouvert sur la terre entière],” Malraux declared, “will confront us, for the 
first time, with the plastic inheritance of all mankind.”10 Malraux’s new museum of World Art was 
to be entirely made up of photographic and filmic reproductions. It would be the first museum 
that could bring together works of art from any time or place imaginable. For the first time, art 
historians would be in a position to confront the aesthetic qualities of prehistoric painting with 
ancient Chinese sculpture. They would now be able to compare American folk art and classical 
Greek architecture, African masks and Cambodian bas-reliefs. Using the latest techniques in 
printing and reproduction, the Imaginary Museum would amount to none other than rewriting 
art history from scratch. The visual arts, Malraux stated enthusiastically, had just “invented their 
own printing press.”11 
																																																								
9 “A Re-Definition of ‘Progress’,” in Reflections On Our Age, p. 343. In his later book The Destiny of Man, Huxley 
referred to this late stage of evolution as the “psycho-social phase,” in Julian Huxley, “Man’s Place in Nature,” in 
Huxley e.a., The Destiny of Man (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1959), p. 18. 
 
 
10 André Malraux, “Man and Artistic Culture,” tr. Stuart Gilbert, in Reflections on Our Age, p. 89; “Pour la première 
fois, le Musée imaginaire ouvert sur la terre entière nous met en face de l’héritage plastique du monde,” in André 




11 “Man and Artistic Culture,” in Reflections on Our Age, p. 88; “les arts plastiques ont inventé leur imprimerie,” in 
“L’homme et la culture artistique,” in Oeuvres complètes, vol. I, p. 1206. 
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André Malraux’s lecture at the Sorbonne was in line with Julian Huxley’s vision for 
UNESCO. It certainly did not fail to capture the imagination of UNESCO officials.12 In his report 
to the first General Conference, Huxley had just announced that, faced with a fast-paced increase 
in scientific knowledge and mass cultural production, UNESCO needed to “foster methods which 
(…) make for easy storage, multiple reproduction, and rapid transmission of knowledge.”13 These 
methods also had to be used to give new life to traditional art museums. Like Malraux, Huxley 
believed that museums needed to reinvent themselves for a dawning age of scientific progress 
fueled by nascent Cold War rivalry. In order to buttress UNESCO’s efforts to realize the ideal of a 
world culture sustaining a world government, the worldwide circulation of art should be nurtured. 
Museums had to let go of their elitist stance and adopt an educational, vulgarizing perspective. The 
latest techniques, from television to photographic reproduction, had to be put to good use. Or in 
Huxley’s own words: 
As the works of art and the scientific specimens accumulate in the world’s museums, the old 
methods of exhibition and of possessive storage no longer suffice. UNESCO must explore all 
methods for sharing these treasures more widely, whether by redistribution, by rotating between 
store-rooms and exhibition galleries, by loan or travelling exhibitions, or by improved methods of 
reproduction; and must equally explore all methods of making them more fully available to the 
public, by improved techniques of exhibition and popularization (…), by new methods of adult 
education for visitors, and by linking museums and galleries intimately with the school system. 
Equally it must explore all the new means of projecting museums and their collections outside their 
walls-notably by films and television, as well as by abundant and improved reproduction.14 
																																																								
12 Roger Caillois, the head of UNESCO’s Arts and Letters division (whom we already encountered in my chapter on 
Moravia), wrote to Malraux just two years later, proposing to put his ideas into practice: “I am at UNESCO (at the 
‘Bureau of Ideas’!!) Your projects for an imaginary museum, are in my opinion the most susceptible to interest this 
house. And it wouldn’t be a bad thing if we put them into practice on a worldwide scale.” Own translation: “Je suis à 
l’UNESCO (au “bureau des Idées”!!) Vos projets de Musée imaginaire sont, me semble-t-il, des plus susceptibles 
d’intéresser la maison. Et ce ne serait pas mal, le cas échéant, qu’on en entreprenne la réalisation à l’échelle mondiale,” 
in Letter from Roger Caillois to André Malraux dated August 18,1948, Courtesy Bibliothèque littéraire Jacques Doucet. 
 
 
13UNESCO: Its Purpose and Its Philosophy, p. 56. 
 
 
14 UNESCO: Its Purpose and Its Philosophy, p. 56. 
	 198 
 
Malraux’s proposals, then, were perhaps not as radically groundbreaking as later art historians 
have come to believe. Both his Imaginary Museum and UNESCO’s push for a similar reinvention 
of the traditional museum can be understood as direct successors to the propaganda machine that 
had sustained the war effort. In the early days of the Cold War, the United States and the Soviet 
Union were beginning to imagine how art and mass culture could be used to entrench the military-
industrial complex in scientific and ideological supremacy. The propaganda machine was, in other 
words, to be refitted for the postwar era. New organizations like UNESCO and small players like 
Malraux’s France, it seemed, did not want to be left behind.  
Though his vision was far more pessimistic, Malraux’s proposals also explicitly spoke to 
Huxley’s philosophical template for a reinvigorated world humanism. Strikingly, he reframed 
humanism as a distinctively European legacy. “There is a humanism possible to European man,” 
Malraux argued in his lecture, “but we must tell ourselves quite frankly that it is a tragic 
humanism.”15 The philosophical premise of Malraux’s Imaginary Museum of Universal Art was 
rooted in his conviction that the European cultural legacy was under threat. The continent was still 
smoldering from wartime devastation and was effectively being sandwiched between two 
geopolitical blocs. Decolonization was lurking around the corner. Unlike the United States and the 
Soviet Union, Europe was not well-placed to compete for space in the Cold War race for 
philosophical universality. From within this problematic sense of tragic loss, Malraux outlined his 
vision for what essentially was a Eurocentric Museum of World Art. Even if Europe was becoming 
																																																								
15 “Man and Artistic Culture,” in Reflections on Our Age, p. 97; “Il y a un humanisme possible, mais il faut bien nous 
dire, et clairement, que c’est un humanisme tragique,” in “L’homme et la culture artistique,” in Oeuvres complètes, 
vol. I, p. 1216. 
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increasingly irrelevant in the nascent bipolar and postcolonial world, it befell to Europe to 
rediscover what it was losing. It was Europe’s task to reinvent its old humanistic ideals, and to 
reframe its outlook on the world on that basis.  “The will to discovery and awareness,” he stated in 
unapologetically neocolonial terms in his Sorbonne lecture, “is peculiarly and exclusively 
European.”16 
Malraux’s neocolonial vision for a universal museum rooted in a Eurocentric humanism— 
and amplified by a renewed European drive for discovery—did not go down well with the other 
French intellectuals present in the Sorbonne amphitheater that day. Jean-Paul Sartre, for one, gave 
his response in his famous “The Responsibility of the Writer” lecture—a piece later expanded into 
a long essay published in Situations under the heading of “What is Literature?”.17 While the Sartre 
of the immediate postwar still sympathized with the Malraux of La condition humaine18, his lecture 
																																																								
16 “Man and Artistic Culture,” in Reflections on Our Age, p. 97; “les volontés de conscience et de découverte, comme 
valeurs fondamentales, appartiennent à l’Europe et à l’Europe seule,” in “L’homme et la culture artistique,” in Oeuvres 
complètes, vol. I, p. 1216. 
 
 
17 What is literature? is widely considered Sartre’s most direct engagement with the debate surrounding the role of 
poetry and literature in the wake of the horrors of the Holocaust. As Gisèle Sapiro puts it, “(Sartre) redefined 
responsibility within a philosophical framework and gave ita universal scope. He did so at the very moment when 
the world was discovering the horror of the Holocaust and when the juridical notion of a ‘crime against humanity’ was 
being formulated,” in Gisèle Sapiro, “The Writer's Responsibility in France: From Flaubert To Sartre,” in French 
Politics, Culture & Society 25.1 (2007), p. 23. 
 
 
18 Sartre makes so much clear in his What is Literature?: “Malraux had the immense merit of recognizing as early as 
his first work that we were at war and of producing a war literature when the surrealists and even Drieu were devoting 
themselves to a literature of peace,” in Jean-Paul Sartre, What Is Literature?, tr. Bernard Frechtman (New York: 
Philosophical Library, 1949), p. 211n; “le premier a eu l’immense mérite de reconnaître, dès son premier ouvrage, que 
nous étions en guerre et de faire une littérature de guerre, quand les surréalistes et même Drieu se consacraient à une 
littérature de paix,” in Jean-Paul Sartre, “La situation de l’écrivain en 1947,” in Situations, II: Qu’est-ce que la 
littérature? (Paris: Gallimard, 1948), p. 241n. In the early war years Sartre was enthusiastically reading Malraux’s Man’s 
Faith, as evidenced by a letter to Beauvoir, where he wrote “He is really very close to us,” in Jean-Paul Sartre, Letter to 
Simone de Beauvoir, April 15, 1940, in Simone de Beauvoir ed., Quiet Moments in a War: The Letters of Jean-Paul 
Sartre to Simone de Beauvoir, 1940-1963, tr. Lee Fahnestock & Norman MacAfee (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1993), 
p. 133; “Il est vraiment bien proche de nous,” in Jean-Paul Sartre, Lettres au Castor et à quelques autres, 1940-1963, 
ed. Simone de Beauvoir (Paris: Gallimard, 1983), p. 163. 
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clearly already diverged from the latter’s Eurocentric stance. Unlike Malraux, Sartre adopted a 
distinctively anticolonial voice. He insisted that the increase in global circulation and the rise of 
new communication techniques compelled the writer of the postwar to an ever greater sense of 
responsibility. Thanks to improved communications, Sartre argued, the European intellectual 
becomes aware of injustices committed across the globe. As a consequence, he or she should 
assume responsibility for these crimes. “That phrase, dear to Americans, of one world,” Sartre 
stated, “means that everyone is responsible for everything that goes on in the world.”19 Mass media 
outlets like radio and cinema had placed “far greater responsibility”20 on the shoulders of the writer, 
who now could not but demand the “liberation of all oppressed people, proletarians, Jews, negroes, 
and colonial subjects.”21 For Sartre, UNESCO could be a facilitator of such a global ethical impulse. 
Sartre’s ideal UNESCO, then, was ultimately one that would support anticolonial liberation 
struggles instead of endorsing neocolonialism and American-style democratic universalism.  
The most direct blow Malraux received after his lecture came from Louis Aragon’s corner. 
The noted surrealist poet and longtime member of the Communist Party had spotted that his old 
compagnon de route Malraux—who had just been appointed Minister of Information in de 
Gaulle’s Provisional Government—had jumped ship. Strikingly, Aragon did not so much take 
issue with Huxley’s proposals for an evolutionary world humanism. “Such a humanism,” he 
																																																								
19 Jean-Paul Sartre, “The Responsibility of the Writer,” tr. Betty Askwith, in Reflections on Our Age, p. 67; Jean-Paul 
Sartre, La responsabilité de l’écrivain (Paris: Verdier, 1998), p 8. 
 
 
20 “The Responsibility of the Writer,” in Reflections on Our Age, p. 77; “met l’écrivain dans un état de responsabilité 
beaucoup plus grand,” in La responsabilité de l’écrivain, p. 41. 
 
 
21 “The Responsibility of the Writer,” in Reflections on Our Age, p. 79; “la libération de tous les opprimés, les 
prolétaires, les Juifs, les Nègres, les peuples colonisés, les pays indûment occupés,” in La responsabilité de l’écrivain, p. 
49. 
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argued, “can indisputably be reconciled with materialism.”22 What got under his skin was that 
Malraux had outlined a dystopian vision of a Eurocentric “tragic humanism” that was under threat 
from both unfettered American capitalism and Soviet communism. Aragon believed that this 
pessimistic vision was inspired by Oswald Spengler, the controversial German author of The 
Decline of the West. According to Aragon, “André Malraux was rediscovering Spengler to blow 
the trumpet of Western Man.”23 No such tragic vision and implicit espousal of the American 
alternative could be tolerated. What was needed instead was a reconciliation of universalism and 
dialectical materialism. UNESCO, Aragon put forward, had to build bridges across the Iron 
Curtain by subscribing to the strand of universality proposed by the Communist International, 
rather than simply promoting American-style universalist democracy.  
Both Sartre and Aragon had pinpointed the symptomatic fissures in André Malraux’s early 
plea for a universal Imaginary Museum. As early as 1946, it was clear that the former communist 
compagnon de route had changed his political allegiance. The early criticism notwithstanding, 
Malraux went ahead with his project. Just two years later, in a notorious speech at the Salle Pleyel 
titled “Appeal to Intellectuals,” later reprinted as the Afterword to his novel The Conquerors, 
Malraux underscored his vision for a newly invigorated, Eurocentric—and quintessentially 
French—universalist cultural project. “The political myth of the International is dying,” Malraux 
stated with conviction, “and an unprecedented internationalization of culture is proceeding 
																																																								
22 Louis Aragon, “The Many and the Few,” tr. Hugh Shelley, in Reflections On Our Age, p. 113; “qu’un tel humanisme, 
à mon sens, est indiscutablement conciliable avec le matérialisme,” in Louis Aragon, “La culture des masses, ou Le 
titre refusé, in La culture et les hommes (Paris: Éditions sociales, 1947), courtesy Bibliothèque nationale de France M-
880827, p. 31. 
 
 
23 “The Many and the Few,” in Reflections on Our Age, p. 105; “Malraux le découvre pour lancer la baudruche de 
l’homme occidental,” in “La culture des masses, ou Le titre refusé,” in La culture et les hommes, p. 16. 
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inexorably.”24 Malraux went on to tell his audience of Gaullist sympathizers, whom he referred to 
as “the first generation of mankind to inherit the entire earth,”25 that France had to turn its gaze to 
the United States and learn from the latter’s strategy for postwar dominance based on a vision of 
democratic universalism. America’s main museum, Malraux declared in reference to New York’s 
Metropolitan Museum, “displays, in the same hall, Romanesque statues gazing off at our Occident, 
and Tang statues gazing off at Chinese civilization.”26 France, he put forward, should not shy away 
from attempting the exact same thing. France had to capitalize on American-style mass media, 
from radio to cinema to print, and on what Malraux called the “means of propaganda,”27 to rewire 
its universalist philosophical tradition for the new age. France’s hallmark for the new age of the 
Cold War Kulturkampf, Malraux concluded boastfully, is that “She is universalist. (…) France has 
never been greater than when she spoke for all mankind.”28 
																																																								
24 André Malraux, “Afterword,” in The Conquerors, tr. Stephen Becker (London: Journeyman, 1976), p. 180; “en même 
temps qu’agonise le mythe politique de l’Internationale, se produit une internationalisation sans précédent de la 
culture,” in André Malraux, “Postface,” in Les Conquérants, in Oeuvres complètes, vol. I (Paris: Gallimard, 1989), p. 
272. For more background on this speech as Malraux’s first engagement with the question of universal culture, see 
Haiqing Liu, Andre Malraux : De l’imaginaire de l’art à l’imaginaire de l’écriture (Paris : L’Harmattan, 2011), p. 15. 
 
 
25 The Conquerors, p. 181; “vous êtes la première generation d’héritiers de la terre entière,” in Les Conquérants, in 
Oeuvres complètes, vol. I, p. 273. 
 
 
26 The Conquerors, p. 182-183; “de vouloir acceuillir d’un coeur égal tous les héritages du monde, et dont tel musée 
principal montre dans la même salle, les statues romanes qui regardent au loin notre Occident, et les statues Tang qui 
regardent au loin la civilisation chinoise,” in Les Conquérants, in Oeuvres complètes, vol. I, p. 274. 
 
 
27 Translation modified. Becker’s translation has “propaganda,” in The Conquerors, p. 189; “moyens de propagande,” 
in Les Conquérants, in Oeuvres complètes, vol. I, p. 279. 
 
 
28 The Conquerors, p. 198; “Elle est universaliste. (…) La France n’a jamais été plus grande que lorsqu’elle parlait pour 
tous les hommes,” in Les Conquérants, in Oeuvres complètes, vol. I, p. 286. 
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 The Malraux of the immediate postwar had made a problematic decision. He would use his 
position as one of the nation’s most established intellectuals to his political advantage. He would 
espouse a philosophy of Eurocentric humanism that was in line with American-style democratic 
universalism and entirely in tune with new world-wide organizations like UNESCO. He would 
reject competing claims to universality from across the Iron Curtain and the decolonizing world. 
France, he believed, was the legitimate heir to the new sounding boards of universalism and 
humanism that were being set up around the globe. The logical conclusion was that the French 
cultural world needed to come up with its own alternative to stay relevant. Malraux was convinced 
that his bold proposals for an Imaginary Museum of World Art were part of the solution. Now all 
he had to do was put them into practice. 
 
 In 1955, the Museum of Modern Art in New York opened one of its most controversial 
exhibitions to date. “The Family of Man,” curated by the Director of the Museum’s Photography 
Department, Edward Steichen, was entirely composed of photographs depicting human activity. 
The photographs portrayed everything from American factory workers and Peruvian flutists, to 
Chinese mothers nursing newborns, to delegates taking a vote in Oscar Niemeyer’s new United 
Nations building in New York. Thanks to substantial support from the freshly minted United 
States Information Agency—the direct inheritor of the Office of War Information and a vital part 
of the American propaganda machine during the Cold War—millions of visitors from around the 
world would see the traveling exhibition.29  
																																																								
29 In his chapter on the exhibition, Fred Turner describes The Family of Man as “an essential tool for the promulgation 
not only of the psychology of democracy, but of American economic and political expansionism,” in The Democratic 
Surround, p. 211. For a detailed overview of the exhibition’s history, specifically its world tour under the auspices of 
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Edward Steichen had no qualms about the overtly universalist undertones of his show, 
writing in the introduction to the catalog that the exhibition was conceived “as a mirror of the 
essential oneness of mankind throughout the world.”30 A text by the American poet Carl Sandburg, 
which was included as the catalog’s Prologue, was perhaps even more enthusiastic about the 
universal ambitions of the show. “Though meanings vary,” Sandburg wrote, “we are alike in all 
countries and tribes in trying to read what sky, land and sea say to us. (...) From tropics to arctics 
humanity lives with these needs so alike, so inexorably alike.”31 The exhibition was in other words 
perfectly aligned with the message of democratic universalism propagated by the United States in 
these early days of the Cold War. In the wake of the atomic bomb, images of universally recurring 
and entirely heteronormative “nuclear families” had to reassure audiences around the capitalist 
																																																								
the US Information Agency, see Eric J. Sandeen, Picturing an Exhibition: The Family of Man and 1950s America 
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1995). 
30 Edward Steichen, The Family of Man (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1955), p. 3. 
 
 




world that the United States had a friendly face. Humankind, these photographs were telling 
viewers, would be re-modelled after the ideal American family.32 
 
                          Figs. 1-3 From Edward Steichen, The Family of Man (New York: MoMA, 1955) 
 
In the same year as the opening of the “The Family of Man” at MoMA, André Malraux 
traveled to New York. He had been invited to give a lecture at the Metropolitan Museum on the 
occasion of the museum’s recent refurbishment. “Invited here to speak of the fundamental 
problem of the museum,” Malraux declared, “I want to bring to your attention that our civilization 
is the first that is trying to found a universal notion of man. (…) And I believe that the museum is 
one of the first places where this notion is being elaborated.”33 At the Met, Malraux was effectively 
echoing his 1948 “Appeal to Intellectuals” speech. He had traveled to New York because he knew 
																																																								
32 The overtly humanist theme of the exhibition was subject to immediate criticism. Titled “La grande famille des 
hommes,” the French version of the show notably attracted the attention of a young Roland Barthes, who in his 1957 
Mythologies proposed to “ask the North African workers of the Goutte d’Or district in Paris what they think of The 
Great Family of Man,” in Roland Barthes, “The Great Family of Man,” in Mythologies, tr. Annette Lavers (London: 
Jonathan Cape, 1972), p. 102; “demandons aussi aux travailleurs nord-africains de la Goutte-d’Or ce qu’ils pensent de 
La grande famille des hommes,” in Roland Barthes, Mythologies (Paris: Seuil, 2010), p. 209. 
 
 
33 Own translation. “Invité à parler ici du problème fondamental du musée (…) je veux attirer votre attention sur ce 
que notre civilisation, la première, tente de fonder la première notion universelle de l’homme. (…) Et je crois que le 
musée est un des lieux où s’élabore cette notion,” in André Malraux, “Du musée,” courtesy Bibliothèque nationale de 
France SP89/1161. 
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the Americans were lightyears ahead when it came to the realization of the universal museum. 
While in his home country a place like the Louvre was still recovering from wartime devastation, 
exhibitions like “The Family of Man” and American reincarnations of European-style imperialist 
museums like the Met were putting Malraux’s dreams into practice. When Malraux traveled to 
New York, he was going on a study trip. 
By 1955 Malraux had not merely accumulated fame as the politically engaged author of La 
condition humaine. Malraux was also a budding entrepreneur in the art world with expertise in 
what at the time was known as “primitive” or “colonial” art. From the 1930s onwards, Malraux 
had acted as the artistic director of the Paris-based art gallery of the Nouvelle revue française. While 
he was there, he curated a series of exhibitions of artworks from France’s colonial territories in 
Asia, which he referred to on a few occasions as “Gothico-Buddhist” or “Greco-Buddhist” art.34 
Malraux’s artistic expertise was effectively rooted in the French colonial enterprise. Before 
assuming his post at the NRF gallery, he had extensively traveled in East Asia as an art merchant, 
particularly in colonial Cambodia.35 Malraux’s prospecting trips in search of ancient antiquities, 
Buddha statues, and other valuables had not been without controversy. Malraux was not afraid, 
for instance, to resort to fraudulent methods, and occasionally outright theft, to acquire the goods 
of his trade. The most notable event occurred in 1923, when he stole a number of artifacts from 
																																																								
34 Malraux published a rare early art-related essay on the occasion of this exhibition. See André Malraux, “Exposition 
Gothico-Bouddhique—Exposition Gréco-Bouddhique,” in Oeuvres complètes, vol. IV: Ecrits sur l’art (Paris 
Gallimard, 2004), p. 1179-1181. 
 
 
35 For more background on Malraux’s early “adventures” as a traveling art merchant in Indochina, see Olivier Todd, 
André Malraux: A Life, tr. Joseph West (New York: Knopf, 2005), p. 30-52 and p. 94-101. 
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the Banteay Srei temple in Cambodia, and was subsequently arrested by French colonial 
authorities.36  
Remarkably, Malraux did not hesitate to memorialize the embarrassing event in his first 
novel, published in 1930 and titled The Royal Way. The novel tells the story of Vannec and Perken, 
two French merchants traveling in Siam and Cambodia with plans to steal valuable bas-reliefs. The 
novel’s unpublished Langlois-Ford manuscripts show how, as early as the 1930s, Malraux was 
already contemplating using his experience as an art merchant as the basis for a universal museum. 
Already in this early text, Malraux seemed to suggest that American museums could be an 
important source of inspiration for such a project. Or in the words of his character Vannec, 
speaking during a meeting with the director of Saigon’s Institut français: 
Certain American (…) museums are abandoning history and geography when they display artworks 
in their rooms. They no longer bring together works of a single era or space. They confront a Roman 
Christ with a Wei Buddha, a Nara figure with a Pallava god, a work of ancient Greek art with a 
Cambodian piece. The conservator, as such, pays particular attention to what the statues have in 
common.37 
 
The gestation of André Malraux’s ideas for a universalist museum inspired by American 
institutions like New York’s Met, is in other words directly rooted in his early experience as a 
traveling art merchant in the French colonial Empire. The earliest appearance of his idea in La 
																																																								
36 The theft and subsequent arrest has been extensively discussed in the critical literature on Malraux. See especially 
Jean-François Lyotard, signed, Malraux, transl. Robert Harvey (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1999), p. 
109 et passim; Jean-François Lyotard, Chambre sourde: L’Antiesthétique de Malraux (Paris: Galilée, 1998); Pascal 
Sabourin, La réflexion sur l’art d’André Malraux: Origines et évolution (Paris Éditions Klincksieck, 1972), p. 83-118; 




37 Own translation. “Je partais de ceci: tels musées (…) américains disposent les objets d’art dans leurs salles en 
abandonnant l’histoire et la géographie. Ils ne réunissent plus les oeuvres d’une époque, d’un lieu, mais placent vis-à-
vis d’un Christ roman et un Bouddha Weï, une figure de Nara et un dieu Pallava, un archaïque grec et un archaïque 
d’ici. Le conservateur, en l’occurence, est sensible surtout à ce que les statues en ont commun—vous voyez de reste la 
parenté d’une Koré d’Attique et d’une tête d’ange de Rheims—disons: leur architecture,” in Malraux, Ford-Langlois 
manuscript of La voie royale, in Oeuvres complètes, vol. I (Paris: Gallimard, 1989), p. 1204-1205. 
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Voie royale already indicates that Malraux’s Musée imaginaire was profoundly colonialist in its 
genetic makeup.38 While it is true that Malraux, who at the time was a fervent sympathizer with 
revolutionary causes, was supportive of Cambodian demands for moderate colonial reform39, 
ultimately he remained a staunch believer in the overarching civilizing mission of French 
colonialism. As early as the 1930s, he was laying the groundwork for his later proposals to reinvent 
the way in which artworks with a distinctively colonial history would be displayed. Rather than 
unapologetically showcasing stolen, so-called “primitive” exhibits from the colonies according to 
geographical location and tradition, Malraux’s new vision entailed that these very same artworks 
would be exhibited alongside each other as the elementary building blocks of a new, American-
inspired, and decidedly neocolonial strand of universality. 
It would not be until he was appointed Minister of Information in General de Gaulle’s 
provisional government that Malraux was in a position to start realizing his dreams to establish an 
Imaginary Museum of World Art. Soon after he became Minister of Information, Malraux 
launched a proposal to build so-called Maisons de la Culture in every Department of the country 
and across the crumbling Empire. Malraux first envisioned the Maisons, he stated in an interview 
taken in 1946, as cultural centers that would exhibit “the major masterpieces of French painting in 
																																																								
38 Panivong Norindr also reads La Voie royale as situated at the nexus of French colonial ideology and Malraux’s later 
proposals for a universalist museum: “I privilege a rereading of La Voie royale as a symptom of French colonial 
ideology not simply because I regard the novel as Malraux’s fictional rewriting of his 1923 archeological expedition in 
Indochina but also because of the ideas of art it embraces. They are, in my mind, complicit with the contemporary 
colonial ethos shared by a large number of petty colonial administrators,” in Panivong Norindr, French Colonial 
Ideology in Architecture, Film, and Literature (Durham & London: Duke University Press, 1996), p. 89. 
 
 
39 While in colonial Cambodia, Malraux and his friend Monin founded two local newspapers that advocated reforms 
in the French colonial regime. As Olivier Todd has shown, however, Malraux and Monin never subscribed to explicitly 
anticolonial voices: “Malraux and Monin do not advocate radical measures. (…) With hindsight, the republican 
universalism the two editors claim to adhere to sounds like a quiet and gradual reformism. (…) In Paris, as in Saigon 
and Hanoi, liberal minds are not thinking of independence for the colonized,” in Malraux, A Life, p. 48. 
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life-size color reproductions.”40 They would in other words be the ideal physical location for the 
Imaginary Museum, the perfect complements to the printed, book-form variants of Malraux’s 
project that were published in installments from the late 1940s onwards. 
While Malraux actively supported the Maisons de la Culture as early as the immediate 
postwar, the first stones of these notorious cultural centers—which are operational to this day— 
would not be laid until he was appointed Minister of Culture during de Gaulle’s first tenure as 
elected President of France in the early 1960s. The Ministry of Culture was a new Department of 
the French executive branch, and had been institutionalized in the new French Constitution of de 
Gaulle’s Fifth Republic. Remarkably, it was precisely one of Malraux’s printed versions of the 
Imaginary Museum that had convinced de Gaulle that Malraux should head this newly created 
Ministry. “I am profoundly grateful,” de Gaulle wrote to Malraux a year before the appointment, 
“that you have written The Metamorphosis of the Gods. Thanks to you, how many things have I 
seen (…) that otherwise I may not have witnessed before I die!”41  
It was perhaps no surprise, then, that the new post of Minister of Culture was tailor-made 
for Malraux and his vision for French cultural politics. As the official decree of 1959 establishing 
the Ministry of Culture noted, “The mission of the Minister in charge of cultural affairs is to make 
the most important works of art of humanity, and in the first place of France, accessible to the 
																																																								
40 Own translation. “chefs-d’oeuvres capitaux de la peinture française (…) reproduits en couleurs et en vraie grandeur,” 
in André Malraux, “Lignes de force: Entretien avec Albert Ollivier,” 15 novembre 1946, in Oeuvres complètes, vol. IV: 
Écrits sur l’art I (Paris: Gallimard, 2004), p. 1221. 
 
 
41 Own translation. “Je vous suis (…) profondément reconnaissant d’avoir écrit La Métamorphose des dieux. (…) 
Grâce à vous, que de choses j’ai vues—ou cru voir—qu’autrement je devrais mourir sans avoir discernées!” in Letter 
from Charles de Gaulle to André Malraux, January 12, 1958, in Charles de Gaulle, Lettres, notes et carnets, vol. 2: 
1942-1958 (Paris: Laffont, 2010), p. 1268. 
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greatest possible number of French citizens.”42 Malraux’s project for a universalist imaginary 
museum—composed of reproductions of the world’s greatest artworks, which would then be 
distributed across the French Empire in their published form as well as through the new Maisons 
de la Culture—fit the bill of de Gaulle’s ambitious plans for the country’s new cultural policy. De 
Gaulle had risen to power with American support and on the back of the Algerian War.43 In line 
with Malraux, he believed that France had to establish itself as a cultural superpower in order to 
compete on the ideological world stage of the Cold War. Perhaps more significantly, both Malraux 
and de Gaulle knew that cultural policy would be an important asset to France’s overall strategy to 
try and stymie ever-growing anticolonial forces. 
 Malraux and de Gaulle had taken their inspiration for their propaganda strategy from the 
country that had helped bring them to power, the United States. When an opportunity arose to 
showcase the strong cultural ties between the two allies, Malraux jumped to the chance. Malraux 
used his diplomatic contacts to set up a loan of France’s most precious masterwork, Leonardo da 
Vinci’s Mona Lisa, to both the National Gallery in Washington and the Metropolitan in New York. 
When the painting was flown over to the US in early 1963, just months after the Cuban Missile 
Crisis, the entire operation was televised and broadcast in millions of American living rooms. “We 
in the United States,” a giddy President John F. Kennedy declared at the opening, are grateful for 
																																																								
42 Own translation. “Le ministère chargé des affaires culturelles a pour mission de rendre accessibles les oeuvres 
capitales de l’humanité, et d’abord de la France, au plus grand nombre possible de Français,” in Official Decree of July 
24, 1959 establishing the French Ministry of Culture, in Journal officiel de la république française 7413, July 26, 1959.  
 
 
43 De Gaulle’s rise to power was a direct consequence of the troubles over the War in Algeria. As Irwin Wall has noted 
in his history of the conflict, De Gaulle’s election enjoyed firm American support: “it was clear that he would keep 
France firmly anchored in the West and eventually relieve it, and Washington, of the diplomatic burden of a colonial 
struggle that was anathema to the Third World,” in Irwin Wall, France, the United States, and the Algerian War 
(Berkeley & Los Angeles: The University of California Press, 2001), p. 156-157. 
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this loan from the artistic leading power in the world.” Notably, Kennedy did not fail to recognize 
André Malraux for his efforts. “Mr. Malraux,” he stated, perhaps jokingly, “has revived for our own 
age the Renaissance ideal of the many-sided man. (…) It is appropriate that this Renaissance man 
comes to us as the friend and emissary of President de Gaulle, the leader who seized the 
opportunity for the rebirth of France.”44 A beaming Malraux posed for the photographers 
alongside the President and the First Lady. He knew, perhaps, that his ambitions of putting French 
cultural diplomacy on par with that of its main Cold War ally, were inching closer to becoming a 
reality. 
If America was the inspiration, Malraux’s main goal was to rewire French colonialism for 
the political reality of the postwar. Soon after his appointment as Minister of Culture, Malraux set 
out to reform French cultural institutions with deep colonial roots. As Christine Moatti has shown 
in her analysis for the critical edition of Malraux’s art-historical writings, many of the images 
reproduced in Malraux’s printed installments of the Musée imaginaire are from French colonial 
museums like the Musée de l’Homme, the Musée Guimet, and most tellingly, the Musée de la 
France d’Outre-Mer.45 In the early 1960s, most of these Parisian ethnographical and 
anthropological museums were lodged under the umbrella of the new Ministry of Culture, and 
thus effectively came under the authority of Malraux. He immediately commissioned their 
refurbishment. Perhaps his most conspicuous reform was that of the Museum of Overseas France, 
																																																								
44 John F. Kennedy, Remarks at Mona Lisa Exhibition, National Gallery of Art, January 8, 1963, from Papers of John 
F. Kennedy, Speech Files. Courtesy John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum. For more background on 
Malraux’s role in the loan of Mona Lisa to the United States, see Herman Lebovics, Mona Lisa’s Escort: André Malraux 
and the Reinvention of French Culture (Ithaca & London: Cornell University Press, 1999), p. 9-26 and Malraux: A 
Life, p. 361-370. 
 
 
45 See Christiane Moatti, “Notice” for critical edition of Les voix du silence in André Malraux, Oeuvres complètes, vol. 
IV: Écrits sur l’art I (Paris: Gallimard, 2004), p. 1289. 
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also known as the Palais de la Porte Dorée. The institution, housed in a building covered with 
murals and bas-reliefs celebrating the French colonial enterprise, was an unapologetically 
imperialist remnant of the Colonial Exhibition of 1931.46 Malraux re-baptized it Musée des Arts 
africains et océaniens, and played a central role in its overhaul. Intended as another real-life 
exponent of his Imaginary Museum, the new Porte Dorée had to present and compare the arts of 
France’s former or decolonizing possessions, rather than simply glorify the French civilizing 
mission.47  
Not surprisingly, however, the refurbished museum not only continued to implicitly 
endorse French colonialism, but also projected a far from modest, neocolonial role for France as 
the dominant cultural and economic presence in territories that were by then inevitably destined 
to become independent. By enlisting the nations old colonial museums in the universalist logic of 
the Imaginary Museum, Malraux was effectively imagining a new role for France as one of the 
most enthusiastic supporters of a new global order characterized by more subtle forms of colonial 
exploitation and cultural dominance. As Hannah Feldman has convincingly argued in her book 
on French cultural policy during the Cold War, Malraux’s enthusiastic embrace of soft power 
																																																								
46 As late as 1956, visitors of the Musée de la France d’Outre-Mer were handed a guidebook that spoke of rooms 
“celebrating French expansion” and the “principal missions of our explorers.” Own translation. “Les salles suivantes 
célèbrent l’expansion française en Afrique Noire. (…) Les principals missions de nos explorateurs sonts commémorées 
par la sculpture, la peinture, de nombreux souvenirs personnels, des autographes,” in Guide du Musée de la France 
d’Outre-Mer (Paris: La Semeuse, 1956), p. 12. 
 
 
47 For more background on Malraux’s role in the refurbishment of the Palais de la Porte Dorée in the 1960s, see J. 
Eidelman, A. Monjaret & M. Roustan, MAAO Mémoires (Paris: Marval, 2002). See also Le musée des arts d’Afrique 
et d’Océanie (Paris: Éditions de la Réunion des musées nationaux, 1999) and Dominique Taffin, “Les avatars du musée 
des Arts d’Afrique et d’Océanie,” in Germain Viatte & Dominique François eds., Le palais des colonies: Histoire du 
musée des arts d’Afrique et d’Océanie (Paris: Éditions de la Réunion des musées nationaux, 2002). The collections of 
the Musée des Arts africains et océaniens, along with those of the Musée de l’Homme, were moved to Jacques Chirac’s 
new Musée du Quai Branly in 2005. Chirac, like de Gaulle, was a lifelong admirer of Malraux’s art-historical writings. 
In 1996, on the 20th anniversary of Malraux’s death, Chirac presided over his reinternment in the Panthéon.  
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globality had clear neocolonial undertones. “What was nascent as globalization in the decades of 
colonization,” she writes, “was nevertheless acutely and resolutely still colonial.”48 
Malraux’s neocolonial cultural strategy in the former metropole was enhanced by his 
personal involvement in cultural projects across the decolonizing French Empire. One of 
Malraux’s first acts as Minister of Culture was to launch an ambitious proposal for a Maison de la 
Culture in Fort-Lamy, as the capital of colonial Chad was then still called. The memoires of his 
staffer Emile Biasini—who like the majority of the new Ministry’s employees had hailed from the 
French colonial administration—show how Malraux went as far as traveling to Chad to get the 
project off the ground. Malraux even commissioned his favorite architect Le Corbusier for the 
design. French domestic cultural policy, Malraux envisioned, had to be replicated across the 
crumbling Empire. Constructing Maisons de la Culture in territories that were destined for 
independence amounted to nothing other than a show of force. Ironically, the project, which 
immediately encountered funding shortages, was never realized—just one year after Malraux’s trip 
to Chad, the country had become an independent nation.49                         
																																																								
48 Hannah Feldman, From a Nation Torn: Decolonizing Art and Representation in France, 1945-1962 (Durham & 
London: Duke University Press, 2014), p. 28. 
 
 
49 See Émile Biasini, Grands travaux de l’Afrique au Louvre (Paris: Éditions Odile Jacob, 1995), p. 124-128. In his book 
on Malraux’s cultural politics, Herman Lebovics recounts how Biasini was one of many former colonial administrators 
who were transferred to the Ministry of Culture. “When at the moment of French decolonization Malraux needed 
staff for his new ministry, he recruited as the majority of his senior officers men who had learned their craft as colonial 
administrators,” in Herman Lebovics, Mona Lisa’s Escort: André Malraux and the Reinvention of French Culture 
(Ithaca & London: Cornell University Press, 1999), p. 7. On Biasini’s involvement with the Fort-Lamy project, see 
Mona Lisa’s Escort, p. 98. 
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Figs. 4-5 Le Corbusier, unrealized designs for Maison de la culture of Fort-Lamy, Chad (1959) 
  Images courtesy Fondation Le Corbusier 
 
Even after the independence wave of the early 1960s, Malraux continued to promote his 
neocolonial cultural agenda. In 1966, he notably gave a much maligned speech at the first Festival 
mondial des arts nègres in Dakar to a gathering of African artists and intellectuals. In the audience 
were independent Senegal’s first President, the poet Léopold Sédar Senghor, as well as the most 
prominent writer and thinker of the négritude movement, Aimé Césaire. “A culture,” Malraux 
declared at the Festival, “is first and foremost a fundamental attitude of a people in the face of the 
universe.”50 He then went on to admonish the African artists present that the only African art able 
to achieve universality was an art that was in a direct line of communication with chiefly European 
artistic traditions. African visual art, for Malraux, had to remain faithful to its religious, sacred 
period, an in his eyes groundbreaking moment in its art history that had placed African art on the 
same footing as European religious sculpture. The African mask, he argued, was the prime example 
of this European-inspired religious vain of African art. “The day Africa gave up its old framework 
																																																								
50 Own translation. “Une culture, c’est d’abord l’attitude fondamentale d’un peuple en face de l’univers,” in André 
Malraux, “Discours au premier festival mondial des arts nègres,” in Oeuvres complètes, vol. V: Écrits sur l’art II (Paris: 
Gallimard, 2004), p. 1181. 
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of reference to open its doors to the immense domain of the afterlife,” Malraux declared with his 
typical pathos, “is the day Africa triumphantly entered the artistic domain of humanity.”51  
 In his own speech at the festival, an infuriated Aimé Césaire did not fail to respond. “The 
Euro-American civilization,” he stated, “covers the world with its network and reaches the world’s 
most faraway outposts.”52 Césaire then continued his dense, philosophical speech with a vehement 
condemnation of the universalist European drive as an instrumental factor in what he called a 
“process of reification” and the “thinglification of the world [chosification du monde].”53 Along 
with the world, Césaire argued, European imperialism, racism, and universalism had “thinglified” 
the black, had turned him or her into an object. Conversely, négritude’s own vision of an 
oppositional, alternative “universal humanism”54 had sought to overturn this reification by 
reinventing the black and the African from scratch and proposing a new, entirely independent 
path to universality. If, as Malraux suggested, Africa’s only hope to achieve artistic universality lay 
in returning to old religious themes, and turning their gaze once more towards Europe, such a 
scheme amounted to nothing other than a resignation in the face of centuries of reifying 
imperialism and nascent neocolonialism: 
We do not think we should wish for or seek the ideal of a substitution of African art by what some 
appraisingly call universal, and others pejoratively call cosmopolitan—in each case non-specific—
art made by Africans. Here I hear André Malraux’s objection, who will tell us, and has told us, “I’m 																																																								
51 Own translation. “Discours au premier festival mondial des arts nègres,” in Oeuvres complètes, vol. V, p. 1184. 
 
 
52 Own translation. “C’est la civilisation européo-américaine, la civilisation industrielle qui couvre le monde de son 
réseau, et atteint désormais (…) les points les plus reculés du monde,” in Aimé Césaire, “Discours sur l’art africain,” 
in Annick Thébia-Melsan ed., Aimé Césaire: Pour regarder le siècle d’en face (Paris: Servédit, 2000), p. 21. 
 
 
53 “Discours sur l’art africain,” in Aimé Césaire: Pour regarder le siècle d’en face, p. 21. 
 
 
54 Own translation. “l’édification d’un véritable humanisme, de l’humanisme universel,” in “Discours sur l’art africain,” 
in Aimé Césaire: Pour regarder le siècle d’en face, p. 22. 
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so sorry, wishes and desires don’t count in history. There’s an evolution, a necessary evolution.” 
They told us we should recover the African soul that conceived the masks. Through her, we would 
reach the African people. I don’t believe a word of it. It’s André Malraux doing the talking there.55 
 
Aimé Césaire’s strong rebuttal of Malraux’s vision for a universalist and essentially Eurocentric 
museum of World Art was indicative of the project’s neocolonial undertones. Malraux had shown 
no interest in the alternative notions of universality, from Bandung humanism to négritude and 
Pan-Africanism, that were being proposed in the decolonizing world of the Cold War. What 
African intellectuals and artists like Aimé Césaire were advocating for, was diametrically opposed 
to André Malraux’s competing claim to universality. Césaire understood that Malraux’s vision was 
aligned with the history of colonialism, the onset of neocolonialism, and the more recent advent 
of American imperialism. Malraux, he knew, had failed to understand that the formerly colonized 
no longer saw the need to be integrated in the old European claim to universality.  
  
When in 1946 Malraux first launched his idea for an Imaginary Museum of World Art at 
UNESCO’s opening session, his at times unfortunate choice of words had already revealed his 
ulterior Eurocentric and neocolonial policies and writings. “The very idea a man of the Far East 
has of a work of art,” he declared in a tone bordering on racism, “is incompatible with a museum. 
(…). The Far-Easterner wants something that the museum denies him: the right of private 
contemplation; and the Chinaman feels about the museum as we would feel about a non-stop 
																																																								
55 Own translation. “Nous ne considérons pas comme souhaitable et comme un idéal à rechercher, la substitution à 
l’art africain d’un art, les uns diront laudativement, universel, les autres diront péjorativement, cosmopolite, en tous 
cas non spécifique, fait par les Africains. Ici, j’entends l’objection d’André Malraux, qui nous dira et nous a dit: mille 
regrets, les souhaits et les voeux ne comptent pas en histoire. Il y a une évolution, une évolution qui est nécessaire. On 
nous a dit: essayons de retrouver l’âme africaine qui conçut les masques; à travers elle, nous atteindrons le peuple 
africain. Je n’en crois rien. C’est André Malraux qui parle,” in “Discours sur l’art africain,” in Aimé Césaire: Pour 
regarder le siècle d’en face, p. 24. 
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concert in which innumerable pieces followed each other without a break.”56 Malraux seemed to 
suggest in other words that China, and non-European cultures broadly speaking, excluded the very 
idea of a museum. “No museums exist,” he would later write in the Introduction to his most 
canonical version of the Imaginary Museum, “in lands where the civilization of modern Europe is, 
or was unknown.”57 His reasoning at the Sorbonne and its ulterior reincarnations implied that if 
outsiders wanted to contemplate works of art from these “untouched” regions, they had few 
options. One of the only places they could turn to, Malraux concluded, was his own Imaginary 
Museum of World Art, a textual space entirely made up of photographic, and eventually 
cinematographic, reproductions. 
 The Eurocentric undertone of Malraux’s statements on non-European art was not the only 
revealing aspect of his UNESCO speech. Malraux’s first lecture about the Musée imaginaire would 
resurface in uncanny ways over the decades that followed. The basic premises, and often literal 
passages from the text, would be incessantly cut up and rewritten for publication in yet another 
installment of the series.58 The section on the incompatibility of Chinese art and the museum was 
																																																								
56 André Malraux, “Man and Artistic Culture,” in Reflections On Our Age, p. 88; “L’idée même qu’un Extrême-
Oriental se fait de l’oeuvre d’art est inconciliable avec le musée. (…) L’Extrême-Oriental attend de l’art une 
contemplation privée que le musée contredit, et le Chinois le voit comme nous verrions un concert sans fin et sans 
entractes où se succéderaient d’innombrables morceaux,” in André Malraux, “L’homme et la culture artistique,” in 
Oeuvres complètes, vol. I, p. 1205-1206. 
 
 
57 André Malraux, Museum Without Walls, tr. Stuart Gilbert & Francis Price (London: Secker & Warburg, 1965), p. 
9; “qu’il n’en existe pas, qu’il n’en exista jamais, là où la civilisation de l’Europe moderne est ou fut inconnue,” in André 
Malraux, Le musée imaginaire (Paris: Gallimard, 1965), p. 9. 
 
 
58 The first version of the Imaginary Museum, published in 1947 by the Swiss publisher Skira, mentions in a 
Bibliographical Note at the end that “Some of the views put forward in the present work were embodied in a lecture 
delivered by the author at the Sorbonne at the request of U.N.E.S.C.O.,” in André Malraux, Museum Without Walls, 
in The Psychology of Art, transl. Stuart Gilbert (New York: Pantheon, 1949), p. 157; “Certains des thèmes ci-dessous 
ont été repris dans le discours prononcé par l’auteur à la Sorbonne à la demande de l’UNESCO,” in André Malraux, 
Le musée imaginaire, in La psychologie de l’art (Genève: Skira, 1947), p. 157. 
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one of Malraux’s favorites. It reappeared, each time with slight changes, in all the volumes titled 
Imaginary Museum published over the years. There it was in his 1947-50 La psychologie de l’art 
series, before making another appearance in his La Voix du silence of 1951, only to find its final 
resting place in the most definitive edition of Le musée imaginaire, first published in 1965.59  
Malraux, as would become clear time and time again, could not help but incessantly deconstruct 
his own work. 
 A closer look at the manuscript proofs of Malraux’s separately published series Le musée 
imaginaire de la sculpture mondiale (1952-54), reveals how relentless physical editing and cutting 
was part and parcel of Malraux’s creative process. Malraux continuously cuts up his old text with 
a pair of scissors and glues passages onto a new piece of paper in a different order. He then adds 
handwritten text, inserts instructions in red ink indicating where to put which images, even 
pointing out which fonts to use or where there needs to be more white space. “Make this one a bit 
bigger than the one above it,” he writes in the margins of his proofs, “insert plate 35 here,” he 
indicates a little further on.60 Malraux was in other words in full control of his Imaginary Museum. 
																																																								
59 To follow the various reincarnations of the passage on the incompatibility of Chinese art with the museum, some 
puzzle work is needed. The first appearance is that of 1947 in André Malraux, Museum Without Walls, in The 
Psychology of Art, tr. Stuart Gilbert (New York: Pantheon, 1949), p. 16; André Malraux, Le musée imaginaire, in La 
psychologie de l’art (Genève: Skira, 1947), p. 15-16. The second appearance, of 1951, can be found in André Malraux, 
Le musée imaginaire, from Les voix du silence, in Oeuvres complètes, vol. IV: Écrits sur l’art (Paris: Gallimard, 2004), 
p. 204. The most definitive, canonical version of 1965 is located in André Malraux, Museum Without Walls, tr. Stuart 
Gilbert & Francis Price (London: Secker & Warburg, 1965), p. 10; André Malraux, Le musée imaginaire (Paris: 
Gallimard, 1965), p. 10. 
 
 
60 See André Malraux, Introduction au premier musée imaginaire de la sculpture mondiale: Pages manucrites et 
épreuves de travail, courtesy of Bibliothèque nationale de France, Réserve des livres rares GV572. 
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He did not just assume the role of curator in choosing the photographs and writing the 
accompanying text—he was simultaneously the Museum’s typesetter, editor, and designer.61 
 As Louise Merzeau has intuited in an insightful article, Malraux’s obsession with new 
technologies, typesetting, and text design was not incidental.62 The overall appearance of the books 
was an essential aspect of the Imaginary Museum. Malraux would often dwell on the fact that his 
art books used the latest techniques in printing, typesetting, and photographic reproduction. He 
went as far as endorsing some of the brands and products he was using for his publications, writing 
in a 1951 brochure for Aeply, a well-known company specializing in the printing of high-
resolution images, that the company had “created for our civilization the equivalent of paintings 
that were once made in a workshop under the direction and control of a master. (…) France will 
finally be able to open the museums of reproductions that I hoped to create.”63 A draft for the cover 
of his Imaginary Museum of World Sculpture went even further, suggesting that prior art histories 
featuring photographs of artworks had been too expensive and too limited in their geographical 
scope—precisely because of antiquated technology. “To take photographs of certain masterpieces 
in Asian grottos,” the draft cover of Malraux’s book boasted, “one used to have to install powerful 
																																																								
61 Malraux used the same editing process for his Musée imaginaire proper, as the editors of the critical edition of his 
complete works have noted. See especially “Note sur le texte,” in André Malraux, Écrits sur l’art II, in Oeuvres 
complètes, vol. V (Paris: Gallimard, 2004), p. 1386-1387. 
62 “Un tel intérêt pour la fabrication du livre n’atteste pas seulement chez Malraux le souci d’un auteur pour l’apparence 
finale de son oeuvre. Plus fondamentalement, il manifeste la volonté d’expérimenter, en même temps qu’elle s’élabore, 
l’hypothèse majeure qui lui sert de fil conducteur: celle du Musée imaginaire—émergence d’un nouvel espace de 
connaissances sous l’effet des reproductions,” in Louise Merzeau, “Malraux metteur en page,” in Jeanyves Guérin & 
Julien Dieudonné eds., Les écrits sur l’art d’André Malraux (Paris: Presses Sorbonne Nouvelle, 2006, p. 66. 
 
 
63 Own translation. “Aeply a trouvé, pour notre civilisation, l’équivalent de ce qu’étaient jadis les tableaux d’atelier, 
exécutés sous la direction et le contrôle des maîtres (…). La France pourrait ouvrir enfin les musées de reproductions 
que j’espérais créer,” in André Malraux, “Aeply, la plus haute qualité de reproductions mises sur le marché mondial,” 
in Oeuvres complètes, vol. IV: Ecrits sur l’art (Paris Gallimard, 2004), p. 1228-1229. 
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electrical lighting in regions deprived of electricity (…). The Imaginary Museum of World 
Sculpture was able to overcome all obstacles of this sort.”64  
 Technology had enabled Malraux to put into practice what he saw as the Musée 
imaginaire’s biggest innovation. Advances in printing and photography had allowed him to create 
the new discipline of World Art. Malraux’s universalist museum made up of printed pages would 
finally enable art historians, he believed, to compare works of art from outside Europe with the 
continent’s own tradition, and familiarize audiences with cultural artifacts from places that, at least 
in Malraux’s eyes, would never build their own brick and mortar museums. It befell to European 
art historians like himself to use the latest technical advancements in order to create a museum 
able to showcase the art and culture of these faraway places. “No real Art Museum exists in China,” 
he writes in a footnote appearing in the first 1947 version of Le musée imaginaire that is absent 
from all subsequent versions, “many collectors and custodians of temples will not allow the scrolls 
in their keeping to be photographed. Also, the apparatus for colour reproduction in China is rather 
primitive.”65 Malraux, on the other hand, had convinced himself that he had a solution to this 
problem. He often boasted about his partnership with the cutting-edge Swiss publisher Skira. 
Malraux had come to believe that, unlike the subjects he was documenting, he had the photography 
equipment and printing presses required to preserve the world’s cultural heritage for the ages. 
																																																								
64 Own translation. “Car pour prendre des clichés modernes de certains chefs-d’oeuvre des grottes d’Asie, il eût fallu 
installer dans des régions dépourvues de courant, de puissants appareils d’éclairage électrique. (…) Le Musée 
imaginaire de la sculpture mondiale a pu surmonter tous les obstacles de ce genre,” in Introduction au premier musée 
imaginaire de la sculpture mondiale: Pages manucrites et épreuves de travail, courtesy of Bibliothèque nationale de 
France, Réserve des livres rares GV572. 
 
 
65 André Malraux, Museum Without Walls, in The Psychology of Art, transl. Stuart Gilbert (New York: Pantheon, 
1949), p. 50n; “Il n’existe aucun musée sérieux de peinture en Chine. Nombre de collectionneurs, de trésors de temples, 
refusent le droit de photographier les rouleaux qu’ils possèdent. Enfin le materiel de reproduction en couleurs y est 
assez primitif,” in André Malraux, Le musée imaginaire, in La psychologie de l’art (Genève: Skira, 1947), p. 48n. 
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Malraux effectively brushed over entire art-historical movements and currents that had taken 
shape in a place like modern China, perhaps because these new art forms were contradicting his 
arguments. Malraux’s whole enterprise was resting on his problematic claim that his Imaginary 
Museum was a first, that Malraux was saving works of art made in places deprived of museums 
from certain oblivion. Or as he wrote in unapologetic terms in a preface to one of the art-historical 
publications in the long-running Univers des formes series he edited for Gallimard, only Malraux 
and his collaborators would be able make the artifacts reproduced in their albums “visible as works 
of art [visibles en tant qu’oeuvres d’art].”66 
Malraux believed that he was at the forefront of technological advances that would bring 
forth a Copernican revolution in art history. In the texts he wrote for the most canonical version 
of the Imaginary Museum, first published by Gallimard in 1965, Malraux often reflected on the 
impact of technological advances like photography on the very way in which art history was done. 
Photography not only enabled Malraux to compare works of art from distant geographical 
locations and widely ranging chronologies, thus uncovering certain stylistic patterns and “freeing 
their style from the limitations that made them seem a minor art.”67 What he referred to as the 
“technical conditions of reproduction [la nature des procédés de reproduction]”68 also allowed him 
to enlarge certain details of the works he was studying, look at them from a different angle, use 
																																																								
66 Own translation. in André Malraux, preface to André Parrot, “Sumer,” in André Malraux & Georges Salles eds., 
L’Univers des formes (Paris: Gallimard, 1960), p. XI. 
 
 
67 Translation modified. André Malraux, Museum Without Walls, in The Voices of Silence, tr. Stuart Gilbert & Francis 
Price (London: Secker & Warburg, 1965), p. 102-103; “la reproduction délivre leur style des servitudes qui le faisaient 
mineur,” in André Malraux, Le musée imaginaire, in Les voix du silence (Paris: Gallimard, 1965), p. 102. 
 
 
68 Museum Without Walls, 77; Le musée imaginaire, p. 77. 
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new lighting techniques to “strongly accentuate”69 certain elements of a piece, isolate certain 










Fig. 6-9 André Malraux photographed for Life Magazine while selecting images for his Imaginary Museum; 
Images from Le musée imaginaire, in La psychologie de l’art (Genève: Skira, 1947) 
 
 
Later art historians have not failed to notice Malraux’s enthusiastic embrace of new 
technologies. For Georges Didi-Huberman in particular, Malraux’s emphasis on photography and 
the album as a cultural archive is to be situated at a crossroads between Walter Benjamin’s The 
Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility and Aby Warburg’s Bilderatlas 
																																																								
69 Museum Without Walls, p. 82; “donnent souvent un accent impérieux,” in Le musée imaginaire, p. 82. 
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Mnemosyne. Didi-Huberman does point out at the time same time that there are clear divergences 
between these two author’s approaches and that of Malraux’s. He shows how, contrary to Malraux, 
Walter Benjamin had an “essentially dialectical point of view.”70 For Benjamin, mechanical 
reproduction was of course a historically situated tool that offered new perspectives in a 
revolutionary age. “Defining the developmental tendencies of art,” Benjamin writes in the second 
paragraph of his iconic text, “can (…) contribute to the political struggle in ways that it would be 
a mistake to underestimate.”71 Technological advances as such were of less interest to Benjamin 
than the dialectical processes and political potentialities they revealed. Conversely, Warburg, 
whose large collection of images displayed in collages was intended for the sole use of art historians, 
was not interested in pointing out the similarities in style between different geographical locations 
and chronologies. Instead of attempting to show continuities and returning stylistic elements in 
disparate artistic traditions with little scientific backing as Malraux had done, Warburg was trying 
to understand how the historically demonstrable dissemination or circulation of iconographies 
takes shape.72 																																																								
70 Own translation. “un point de vue essentiellement dialectique,” in Georges Didi-Huberman, L’Album de l’art à 
l’époque du « Musée imaginaire » (Paris : Hazan, 2013), p. 21. The library of André Malraux, now conserved at the 
Bibliothèque Kandinsky of the Centre Pompidou, includes a French copy of Benjamin’s The Work of Art in the Age 
of Mechanical Reproduction, which was signed and dedicated by the author in 1936: “À Monsieur André Malraux// 
hommage de l’auteur // Walter Benjamin,” in Walter Benjamin, “L’oeuvre d’art à l’époque de sa reproduction 
mécanisée,” in Zeitschrift für Sozialforschung 1 (1936), p. 1. See also Bibliothèque André Malraux: Inventaire 
sommaire des publications sur l’art (Paris: Musée national d’art modern Georges Pompidou, 1986), p. 7. Courtesy 
Bibliothèque Kandinsky, Fonds Malraux. 
 
 
71 Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility: Second Version,” in Michael 
W. Jennings e.a. eds., The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility and Other Writings on Media 
(Cambridge & London: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2008), p. 19-20; “Darum wäre es falsch, den 
Kampfwert solcher Thesen zu unterschätzen,” Walter Benjamin, “Das Kunstwerk im Zeitalter seiner technischen 
Reproduzierbarkeit: Zweite Fassung,” in Gesammelte Schriften, Band VII (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1974), p. 350. 
 
 
72 For more background on the differences between Warburg’s Bilderatlas and Malraux’s Musée imaginaire, see 
L’Album de l’art à l’époque du « Musée imaginaire », p. 97. Warburg’s life-size Bilderatlas is now conserved at the 
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 What Didi-Huberman’s art-historical rereading of Malraux does not pick up on, is 
Malraux’s often uncritical revival in recent years as one of the early precursors of so-called “global 
art history.” Malraux, such critics have argued, was the first to open up art history to non-European 
traditions, the first to rewrite it from a global perspective. His universalist Imaginary Museum, 
they put forward, laid the groundwork for the current “globalized” art world of biennales, traveling 
art fairs, and burgeoning art markets in “developing” nations.73 More critical art-historical voices 
like Hans Belting, on the other hand, have cast Malraux as the forefather of “World Art,” a concept 
Belting convincingly defines in his book The Global Contemporary and the Rise of New Art 
Worlds in terms of an “aesthetic appropriation of objects (…) as proof of individual creativity on 
a universal scale.”74 Perhaps one could go even further and argue that Malraux’s efforts to set up 
the universalist discipline of World Art are on par with the universalist ambitions of World 
Literature, a rising discipline that critics like Emily Apter have cast as “bulimic” in its ceaseless 
appetite to gloss over linguistic difference in the name of an expedited expansion of the literary 
canon, easier access, and a purported “democratization” of the humanities.75 “Today,” Malraux 
writes in his Imaginary Museum, an art student can examine color reproductions of most of the 
world’s great paintings. (…) An imaginary museum has been opened to us, which will push to the 
																																																								
Warburg Institute in London. Reproductions have been published. See Aby Warburg, Der Bilderatlas Mnemosyne, 
ed. Martin Warnke, Gesammelte Schriften: Studienausgabe (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 1998). 
 
 
73 See for instance Hans Belting & Andrea Buddensieg eds., The Global Art World: Audiences, Markets, and Museums 
(Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 2009); Haiqing Liu, Andre Malraux : De l’imaginaire de l’art à l’imaginaire de l’écriture 
(Paris : L’Harmattan, 2011) ; and Derek Alan, Art and the Human Adventure: André Malraux’s Theory of Art 
(Amsterdam & New York: Rodopi, 1994).  
 
 
74 Hans Belting, “From World Art to Global Art: View on a New Panorama,” in Hans Belting e.a. ed., The Global 
Contemporary and the Rise of New Art Worlds (Munich & Cambridge: ZKM/MIT Press, 2013), p. 179-180. 
75 Apter, Against World Literature, p. 3. 
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extreme the incomplete confrontation imposed by real museums.”76 Malraux’s art student, then, 
may not be altogether different from today’s student of World Literature. Just like Malraux’s art 
student is considered better off with a larger quantity of reproductions than with a prolonged 
contemplation of a smaller number of actual works of art, the student of World Literature is 
constricted to anthologies of translated texts. Instead of allowing students to take the slower detour 
of deep language study, World Literature, like World Art, can be said to have set up an Imaginary 
Museum—one made up of ever-expanding English-language anthologies. 
Ultimately, what critics like Belting have intuited that, is that while Malraux has become 
something of an incontournable when it comes to thinking and critiquing so-called “global art 
history,” we should not forget that his undertaking was rooted in his colonial past. The places 
Malraux traveled to as a colonial art merchant are the same places that are organizing today’s 
“global” biennials. Malraux, then, perhaps not so much prefigures globality in art as he exemplifies 
the historical attempts of metropolitan colonial powers to stymie the cultural and economic 
independence of their former possessions. In the face of decolonization, a desperate Malraux had 
tried to build the alternate universe that was his Imaginary Museum. If France was no longer the 
focal point of its crumbling empire, it befell to Malraux to reinvent its cultural role in the new 
global order. Malraux’s story, then, illustrates how the history of globalization in art today is rooted 
in the cultural history of colonialism and its ulterior demise.  
																																																								
76 Translation modified. Stuart Gilbert and Francis Price’s translation use this passage to introduce the notion of 
“Museum Without Walls,” which does not occur in this passage in the original French. See Museum Without Walls, 
p. 12; “Aujourd’hui un étudiant dispose de la reproduction en couleurs de la plupart des oeuvres magistrales (…) un 
Musée imaginaire s’est ouvert, qui va pousser à l’extrême l’incomplère confrontation imposée par les vrais musées,” 
in Le musée imaginaire, p. 12-13. 
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In 1974, just two years before his death, Malraux inaugurated an exhibition at the 
Fondation Maeght dedicated to his career as an art historian and Minister of Culture. “The 
Imaginary Museum,” he declared in his speech, “was contemporary to the independence of the 
Third World.”77 During his tenure as Minister of Culture, Malraux had witnessed how alternative 
claims to cultural universality had taken shape across the crumbling colonial empires. Malraux had 
believed that these alternative claims urgently needed to be subsumed under the umbrella of 
American-style democratic universalism. He had set out to achieve his ambitions by aligning 
himself and his policies with American cultural diplomacy and new global organizations like 
UNESCO. He had de-doubled his work as a policy maker in his own, universalist art-historical 
project. He had effectively constructed what I have tentatively called a neocolonial universal.  
Towards the end of his career, however, Malraux seemed to suggest that he knew all along how the 
European claim to universality had lost its hold in the face of decolonization. He seemed to admit 
that his efforts to stymie these historical currents through cultural policy had stalled. If for a while 
it had looked as if his neocolonial universal had gained the upper hand, Malraux’s Imaginary 





77 Own translation. “le Musée Imaginaire naît avec l’indépendance du tiers monde,” in Inauguration de l’exposition 
André Malraux et le musée imaginaire, Fondation Maeght, 12 juillet 1974, in Oeuvres complètes, vol. III (Paris: 
Gallimard, 1996), p. 892-893. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
“More universal than reality”: 
The Split of the Afro-Asian Writers’ Bureau and the Reinvention of World Literature 
 
In October of 1958, the first Afro-Asian Writers’ Conference took place in Tashkent. The 
country that was then still known as the Uzbek Soviet Socialist Republic welcomed writers, 
intellectuals, and officials from across the decolonizing world to its capital. Just a year earlier, at 
the Afro-Asian People’s Solidarity Organization’s Conference in Cairo, the Afro-Asian Writers’ 
Bureau or AAWB had been established. The Bureau was firmly rooted in the legacy of the 1955 
Bandung Conference, and had been envisioned as its main cultural exponent. “Animated by the 
spirit of Bandung,” the participants of the 1958 Tashkent Conference declared in their “Appeal to 
the Writers of the World,” later reprinted in Présence africaine, “we have come together in one 
place to represent the most beautiful flowerings of our new spirit, unifying and forging a 
renaissance for 1.5 billion people.”1 The fledgling Afro-Asian Writers’ Bureau and the movement 
it embodied was effectively announcing to the rest of the world that a new alliance of writers from 
recently independent colonial nations had been forged. They were boldly claiming that they were 
ready to reinvent the very idea of World Literature and universal culture from scratch.2 
                                                
1 Own translation. “animés par l'esprit de Bandoeng (…), nous nous sommes réunis en un même lieupour représenter 
les plus belles fleurs de notre nouvel esprit renaissant et groupant un milliard 500 millions d'hommes,” in “Appel des 
écrivains des pays d’Asie et d’Afrique aux écrivains du monde entier,” Communiqué de la Conférence de Tachkent 
(1-7 octobre 1958), Présence africaine 22 (October-November 1958), p. 135. 
 
 
2 I am indebted to Duncan M. Yoon’s detailed article on the AAWB, which condenses some of the key insights of his 
dissertation. In his article, Yoon frames the clamor for a new World Literature at Tashkent under what he calls the 
“category of humanism”: “At Tashkent, world literature was understood as a cultural embodiment of a third world 
postcolonialism. (…) The conference’s definition of third world literature valorized non-Western histories through 
cultural exchanges and promoted these traditions as examples of humanism. They viewed national cultural 
movements as a means through which to rehabilitate the category of humanism on a global scale,” in Duncan M. 
Yoon, “‘Our Forces Have Redoubled’: World Literature, Postcolonialism, and the Afro-Asian Writers Bureau,” 
Cambridge Journal of Postcolonial Literary Inquiry 2.2 (September 2015), p. 241. 
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Among the writers and officials present at Tashkent were Nikita Khrushchev, Mário de 
Andrade, and W.E.B Du Bois, who notably gave a speech titled “I am an American, I am an 
African.”3 What was perhaps the most striking presence at the Tashkent Conference, however, was 
the Chinese delegation. The still relatively young PRC was represented by some of the most 
established Chinese writers and intellectuals at the time, including Mao Dun, Ba Jin, Zhu An, and 
Zhou Yang. The People’s Republic wanted to send a strong signal to the other nations present that 
it had become a force to be reckoned with in the decolonizing world. In his speech at Tashkent, 
Mao Dun, the canonical realist-naturalist novelist and major proponent of the May Fourth 
Movement, made a passionate plea for Afro-Asian solidarity and cultural cooperation. After 
centuries of oppression and exploitation, he argued, it was time for the formerly colonial nations 
present at the Tashkent Conference to reclaim their rightful spot in the history of World Literature: 
Since the 18th century, many of our countries were forced to accept the so-called “civilization” of 
others, and our nations were defamed as “backward.” Our literary treasures were kept outside the 
treasure trove of World Literature [Ùªz}, shijie wenxue baoku]. Colonialists always want 
to destroy unity and cultural exchange among the peoples they enslave. Therefore, the task of 
introducing these treasures among ourselves has been hindered. It is a great regret, then, that at this 
conference today we still have to introduce our literary histories among one another as if we were 
new friends!4 
  
                                                
3 The original of the speech is lost. See Shirley Graham Du Bois, “Account of the Asian-African Writers Conference 
held in Tashkent, Uzbekistan,” W. E. B. Du Bois Papers (MS 312), p. 1. Courtesy Special Collections and University 
Archives, University of Massachusetts Amherst Libraries. 
 
 
4 Own translation. “18 ì)^*ĨĊrkăěÞ¥WA#Û đª¯õàăĎÿøÛ
Ã¬þ^*øÛªz}“ă¦lÙªz}qÁÃô±Ąßo9 vÛk
ĨÛ#ÃiðdªM!Èh¿*ĨÜ&îóČę }“Û2WCĪá)ùC%t
Ûs-	*ĘĄ«·U0mÜ&îøÛªzSZę÷±µsÛğ” in Mao Dun, “Wei 
minzu duli he renlei jinbu shiye er douzheng de zhongguo wenxue,” Speech at the 1958 Afro-Asian Writers 
Conference in Tashkent, Tashengan jingshen wansui – zhongguo zuojia lun yafei zuojia huiyi (Beijing: Shijie wenxue 
shebian, 1958), p. 51. Courtesy National Library of China. In his article on the AAWB, Yoon has cast Mao Dun’s 
speech as representing “the first time Maoist literary theory was promulgated on such a global scale,” in Yoon, “Our 
Forces Have Redoubled”, p. 243.  
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The fact that Mao Dun and his fellow Chinese delegates were speaking at Tashkent in 1958 was 
significant in more ways than one. The late 1950s were marked by constant skirmishes between 
the two major powers of the communist bloc. If historically the PRC had positioned itself as a 
faithful ally of its stronger counterpart the Soviet Union, in the years leading up to the Sino-Soviet 
split the country was increasingly carving out its own space on the world stage. It was becoming 
increasingly clear that the historical circumstances of the Sino-Soviet Split were reflected in the 
cultural and literary stakes of the AAWB’s mission to rewire the notion of World Literature for the 
decolonizing world. 
The leader of the Chinese delegation at Tashkent was the literary theorist Zhou Yang. His 
speech, titled “Eliminate the Influence of Colonialism on Culture and Develop the Exchange of 
Eastern and Western Cultures,” echoed many of the premises of Mao Dun’s remarks at the 
Conference. Like Mao Dun, Zhou Yang believed that it was time for formerly colonized and 
oppressed nations to engage in mutual cultural exchange in an effort to undo centuries of cultural 
colonialism. What set his analysis apart from Mao Dun’s, was his strong emphasis on the notion 
of “national culture” or minzu wenhua, which he saw as the basis for a new World Literature 
inspired by Afro-Asian cultural solidarity. With the term “national culture,” then, Zhou Yang was 
suggesting that after centuries of colonial exploitation the most important priority for recently 
independent nations was establishing a new national literary and artistic canon. The best way to 
implement this vision was through increased cultural cooperation with other postcolonial nations.  
“National culture,” he stated at the outset of his speech, “is the fruit of national spiritual labor, as 
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well as the common wealth of mankind [#æ7]ÛĒ, renlei gongtong de caifu]. It tends to 
communicate with other national cultures, and further enrich itself through this exchange.”5 
  Strikingly, Zhou Yang expanded his argument at Tashkent by proposing a radical re-
reading of Goethe’s famous 1827 conversation with Eckermann—the Ur-text of current-day 
disciplinary World Literature as practiced by scholars like David Damrosch and Pascale Casanova. 
A defiant Zhou Yang unpacked Goethe’s statements that “poetry is the universal possession of 
mankind,” that “national literature is now rather an unmeaning term,” and that  
“the epoch of World Literature [Weltliteratur] is at hand,” 6  which he all quoted in Chinese 
translation. Zhou Yang then put forward that, with these statements, Goethe was not setting out 
to eradicate the notion of national literature. What Goethe implied with his prediction that World 
Literature is at hand, Zhou Yang argued, was that national traditions would remain central in the 
new age of universal literature.  According to Zhou Yang, Goethe believed that, rather than having 
to overcome national tradition entirely, it was necessary to overcome “the narrow concept of 
treating one’s own national literature as if it were the only literature in the world.”7 Zhou Yang 
took Goethe’s predictions to mean, in other words, that national literature should continue to 
                                                
5 Own translation. “Ã¬ªM±Ã¬çãKJÛ»±#æ7]ÛĒ{ē_dBÛÃ¬ªM
!È'!ÈC³ĚÀÛ,” in Zhou Yang, Suqing zhiminzhuyi dui wenhua de duhai yingxiang, fazhan 
dong xifang wenhua de jiaoliu, in Wenji, vol. 3 (Beijing: Renmin wenxue chubanshe, 1984), p. 53. The speech was also 
included in Tashengan, p. 60-68. 
 
 
6 Conversation between Goethe and Eckermann of January 31, 1827, in Conversations of Goethe with Eckermann and 
Soret, tr. John Oxenford, vol. I (London: Smith, 1850), p. 350-351; “daß die Poesie ein Gemeingut der Menschheit ist 
(...) Nazionalliteratur will jetzt nicht viel sagen, die Epoche der Weltliteratur ist an der Zeit,” in Johann Wolfgang von 
Goethe & Johann Peter Eckermann, Gespräche mit Goethe in den letzten Jahres seines Lebens (Leipzig: Brockhaus, 
1885), p. 224. 
 
 




develop itself by opening itself up to other national literatures, that one should “enrich one’s own 
culture by absorbing [a§, xishou] the advantages that other cultures bring.”8 Effectively, Zhou 
Yang was rewriting the foundational text of World Literature to tell an entirely new story—a story 
of postcolonial, Afro-Asian literary solidarity rooted in nascent national cultural traditions that 
had to be stripped of their colonial legacy. 
 Zhou Yang then went on to make clear what exactly he meant by opening up one’s national 
literature to other national traditions. In a move that was at the time still in tune with China’s 
geopolitical situation and official foreign policy, Zhou inscribed his plea for cultural collaboration 
in the broader context of the by then already struggling Sino-Soviet alliance. “We now have a plan,” 
he stated towards the end of his speech, “for large-scale cultural exchange between peoples. (…) 
First and foremost, we learn from the long experience of our great socialist neighbor, the Soviet 
Union, the first socialist country on earth to abolish the exploitation of man by man.”9 Zhou Yang 
was echoing a wide-spread view in China at the time that the Soviet Union was still very much the 
guide country which set the agenda for the entire socialist, and by extension decolonizing, world. 
Soviet cultural policy and Soviet aesthetical guidelines, Zhou Yang argued, would enrich the 
fledgling national cultures of formerly colonized nations and form the backbone of a new, 
revolutionary World Literature.  
Zhou Yang’s admiration for Soviet cultural policy was rooted in his earlier theoretical work 
on the question of literature as a means towards achieving world revolution. His influential essay 
                                                
8 Own translation. “a§(#Û,ÎøÛªM,” in Wenji, vol. 3, p. 57. 
 
 
9Own translation. “*Ôl¾¶Ĉ@msą½mĚĂd[k#ÃĨÛªM!ÈÛ2 (...) ı5±z*
.sÛâ-ĢġüöÛ5ĚïĲüö±mÕ	=ÔÛåĬ##ĨÛGEÛâ-k
,” in Wenji, vol. 3, p. 57-58. 
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“Socialist Realism, The Way Forward for Chinese Literature,” which was first published in the 
Russian literary journal Znamia or “Banner” in 1952, advocated for a Chinese embrace of the 
national literary and artistic style at first promoted and later strictly enforced by Soviet cultural 
organizations and government institutions. “Socialist realism,” Zhou Yang claimed in this essay, 
“has become the banner of all the progressive writers of the world, and the Chinese people’s 
literature is moving forward under this banner. Just as China’s new democratic revolution is a part 
of the proletarian Socialist World Revolution, the Chinese people’s literature is also part of Socialist 
Realist World Literature [Ùâ-Ô~ªz, shijie shehuizhuyi xianshizhuyi 
wenxue].”10 Soviet-style Socialist Realism, in other words, would form a solid basis on which to 
construct what Zhou Yang called a new “Socialist Realist World Literature” that could in turn 
provide a fertile ideological feeding ground for world-political change. 
Many of the key insights of Zhou Yang’s earlier writings on Soviet Socialist Realism were 
echoed in his ulterior speech at Tashkent. At the first AAWB Conference, the Chinese Communist 
Party’s most prominent literary theorist would once again claim that the main priority of the 
Chinese was to ensure that a national literature could thrive after centuries of colonial exploitation 
that had hindered its formation. The key to achieving this goal was to build such a new national 
culture on the basis of insights borrowed from other cultures that were establishing themselves in 
the face of historical exploitation. If the Soviet experience was often at odds with Chinese history, 
for Zhou Yang the Soviet model of Socialist Realism was clearly one aspect the Chinese national 
tradition could incorporate as it sought to figure out its own future on the world stage. Soviet 
                                                
10 Own translation. “â-Ô~Ôl6Ù?ĚÀ2Û­k#ÃÛªz¾lę
­
FĚ¾yk«Ãİc±®"ĩëâ-ÙİcÛèģ>¼k#ÃÛªz
±Ùâ-Ô~ªzÛíģ>,” in Zhou Yang, “Shehui zhuyi xianshi zhuyi—Zhongguo wenxue 
qianjin de daolu,” in Wenji, vol. 2, p. 182. 
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Socialist Realism was one of the “advances” in literary technique and style that could rid modern 
Chinese literature of its colonial influences. It was the gold standard of the new World Literature 
that he was envisioning.  
The history of Soviet Socialist Realism in literature and art is not a straightforward story of 
ideological debates. The style had grown organically in the years immediately after the Russian 
Revolution, and was at first a direct exponent of Russian modernism and particularly Russian 
futurism. Modernist writers and artists like Vladimir Mayakovsky, Maxim Gorky, and Kazimir 
Malevich were some of its most important exponents. They produced avant-garde, often politically 
engaged works that are not so easily categorized. It was not until Stalin extended his power over 
the Communist Party in the 1930s, that the highly normative and predominantly figurative 
aesthetics commonly associated with Socialist Realism began to dominate the landscape of Soviet 
literature and art. The most often cited cut-off date is the First All-Union Soviet Writers’ Congress 
of 1934, when a clean break was made with the earlier, modernist manifestations of politically 
engaged Soviet culture, and strong guidelines for artistic creation in the USSR under Stalin were 
imposed.11  
 In his speech at the 1934 Congress, the Russian writer Maxim Gorky had laid out the key 
political and aesthetical principles of the new Soviet literature. “As the principal hero of our books,” 
Gorky had declared, “we should choose labour, i.e., a person, organized by the processes of labour 
(…) who, in his turn, so organizes labour that it becomes easier and more productive, raising it to 
                                                
11 On the genesis of the concept “Socialist Realism” during the First Soviet Writers’ Congress of 1934, see Régine Robin, 
Socialist Realism: An Impossible Aesthetic, tr. Catherine Porter (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1992). Petre M. 
Petrov’s Automatic for the Masses: The Death of the Author and the Birth of Socialist Realism (Toronto: University 
of Toronto Press, 2015) argues convincingly how Soviet Socialist Realism can be traced back to Russian modernism 
and futurism. For more background on how Socialist Realism developed under Stalinism, see Evgeny Dobrenko, 
Political Economy of Socialist Realism, tr. Jesse M. Savage (New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 2007). 
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the level of an art.”12 For Gorky, the creativity inherent to productive labor, which Marx had 
unpacked so carefully in his Capital as productive negativity in the Hegelian sense, was to be 
understood as a “victory over the forces of nature.”13  Gorky believed that labor, as much as 
literature and art, was an act of productive creation through negative appropriation of nature. The 
task of Socialist Realism was to faithfully represent the creative act that was labor, to expose what 
Marx would call the “social hieroglyph” that was abstract average labor under capital, and 
ultimately to tell the story of how labor was to be reimagined under socialism. “Life, as asserted by 
socialist realism,” Gorky stated in conclusion of his speech, “is deeds, creativeness. (…)”14 Socialist 
Realist writers, whom Gorky referred to as “craftsmen of culture” and “engineers of the soul,” 
would both give shape to socialist life and faithfully render it in their writings. 
 While Soviet Socialist Realism was its historical predecessor and most obvious source of 
inspiration, the Chinese incarnations of the style were not always exact copies of the Soviet 
template. The Chinese engagement with Socialist Realism was complicated, for one, by the history 
of early twentieth-century modern Chinese literature, which was marked by its own exploration 
of literary realism and naturalism in the style of Balzac, Zola, and Tolstoy. One of the Chinese 
delegates at Tashkent, Mao Dun, had entered the Chinese canon as a major proponent of the realist 
style that had become a favorite of many writers of the May Fourth Movement.15 By the time he 
                                                
12  Maxim Gorky, “Soviet Literature,” in Soviet Writers’ Congress 1934: The Debate on Socialist Realism and 
Modernism in the Soviet Union (London: Lawrence, 1935), p. 54. 
 
 
13 Soviet Writers’s Congress 1934, p. 66. 
 
 
14 Soviet Writers’ Congress 1934, p. 66-67. 
 
 
15 Mao Dun’s novellas and novels, from Spring Silkworms to Midnight, are realistic renderings of everyday life in the 
rural and urban China of the 1930s. For more background of Mao Dun’s engagement with realism and “Zolaesque” 
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was giving his speech in Tashkent, Mao Dun’s canonical works in this realist style provided a 
convincing, national historical framework of reference for China’s ulterior embrace of Soviet-style 
Socialist Realism. 
Significantly, the reception of Soviet Socialist Realism in China was also colored by the 
central position in Chinese literary theory of Chairman Mao’s early writings on literature and art. 
As Zhou Yang discusses in a widely read essay on Socialist Realism, the official Chinese artistic and 
literary guidelines were institutionalized during the Eighth Party Congress of 1958 under the 
banner of “revolutionary romanticism combined with revolutionary realism” [İcÉÍ
İcÔ~Üð\, Geming langman zhuyi yu geming xianshi zhuyi xiang jiehe].16 While Mao 
never explicitly used the slogan in his early writings, his “Talks at the Yenan Forum on Literature 
and Art” are consistently referred to as the conceptual basis for the policy. In this canonical text of 
1942, Mao had suggested that the political power of literature and art resided in its ability to shape 
the social life of a people by surmounting everyday reality, and conjuring up a world of new, 
revolutionary possibilities: 
Although man’s social life is the only source of literature and art and is comparably livelier and 
richer in content, the people are not satisfied with life alone and demand literature and art as well. 
Why? Because, while both are beautiful, life as reflected in works of literature and art can and ought 
                                                
naturalism, see David Der-wei Wang, Fictional Realism in Twentieth-Century China: Mao Dun, Laoshe, Shen 
Congwen (New York: Columbia University Press, 1992).  
 
 
16 See Zhou Yang, “Tan geming xianshi zhuyi he geming langman zhuyi de jiehe wenti,” in Wenji, vol. 3, p. 60-61. For 
a detailed account of the reception history of the slogan “combination of revolutionary realism and revolutionary 
romanticism,” see Yang Lan, “ ‘Socialist Realism’ versus ‘Revolutionary Realism Plus Revolutionary Romanticism,” in 
Hillary Chung ed., In the Party Spirit: Socialist Realism and Literary Practice in the Soviet Union, East Germany and 
China (Amsterdam & Atlanta: Rodopi, 1996), p. 88-105, as well as Xudong Zhang, “The Power of Rewriting: 
Postrevolutionary Discourse on Chinese Socialist Realism,” in Thomas Lahusen & Evgeny Dobrenko eds., Socialist 
Realism Without Shores (Durham & London: Duke University Press, 1997), p. 282-309 and Ban Wang, 
“Revolutionary Realism and Revolutionary Romanticism: Song of Youth,” in Kirk A. Denton ed., The Columbia 
Companion to Modern Chinese Literature (New York: Columbia University Press, 2016), p. 239. 
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to be on a higher plane, more intense, more concentrated, more typical, nearer the ideal, and 
therefore more universal [³²Ğ, geng dai pubianxing] than actual everyday life.17  
 
If Mao placed greater emphasis on the suggestive powers and potential universal applicability of 
literature and art, his vision for a Chinese popular style was not entirely at odds with Soviet Socialist 
Realism. In line with thinkers like Gorky, Mao argued from the outset that the key to a successful 
revolutionary style was that the “thoughts of our writers and artists should be fused with those of 
the masses of workers, peasants and soldiers” and that writers and artists “should conscientiously 
learn the language of the masses.”18 Chinese revolutionary literature had to be profoundly popular, 
and translate easily to the everyday lived experience of the Chinese people. By learning the 
language of the masses, Mao believed, the writers and artists of a new China would be better suited 
to tell their story. At the same time, they would be in a better position to expand the popular 
vocabulary by conjuring up new unfamiliar worlds, by creating empowering images of the 
revolutionary life that they and their readers were about to embark upon collectively. Ultimately, 
Mao was suggesting, Chinese Socialist Realism had to speak a popular language that was “more 
universal” than its everyday mirror image. 
                                                
17 Mao Zedong, “Talks at the Yenan Forum on Literature and Art,” in Selected Works, vol. III (Peking: Foreign 
Languages Press, 1965), p. 82; “#æÛâ-×Ç”±ªzû¹ÛfËÅ”±ĕ^ô¶YÂ£Û×J
Û;1±#ÃĘ±ÌĔFôõĄÄ^ôę±$bh”ÐôĤ±ñ1±ªû2e
V°=ºÛ×ÇQY)õčÂ²ĝÛ~ī×Ç³ĳ³Ï³¶Į³:p³Öh¿
³²Ğ,” in Mao Zedong, “Zai Yan’an wenyi zuotanhui shang de jianghua,” in Xuanji, vol. III (Beijing: Renmin 
Chubanshe, 1966), p. 545. For more background on the central role of Mao’s Talks at the Yenan Forum on Literature 
and Art for official literary policy in revolutionary China, see Hillary Chung & Tommy McClellan, “The ‘Command 
Enjoyment’ of Literature in China: Conferences, Controls and Excesses,” in In the Party Spirit, p. 1-22. 
 
 
18 Selected Works, vol. III, p. 72; “±*Ûªû2ôÛd<8s+Û¡Ñ(…) 
ĉÝzò+Ûďć,” in Xuanji, vol. III, p. 539. 
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Perhaps the text that was the closest fit to the official Chinese template for the Socialist 
Realist style, was Yang Mo’s 1958 novel The Song of Youth.19  The novel tells the story of a young 
woman, Lin Daojing, who becomes increasingly engaged in the Chinese Communist Party as she 
lives through the struggles and emotions of her personal life during the 1930s. The story of Lin 
Daojing was the story of the early Mao’s ideal reader. She reads everything from Marx’s Capital to 
Engels’s Anti-Düring, to the writings of Mao himself. Tellingly, Yang Mo’s character even reads 
the most famous novel by the most canonical Soviet Socialist Realist Writer—Maxim Gorky’s 
Mother. As she reads, Lin Daojing’s imagination is elevated beyond her everyday emotions, and 
ends up becoming an active participant in the revolution. When her counterpart Lu Jiachuan 
entrusts her with a brief-case stuffed with communist pamphlets, she panics at first, but is 
reassured when she reminds herself of the character Vlassova in Gorky’s Mother, “who took leaflets 
to a factory and distributed to the workers.” “Yes, I should do the same!” Lin Daojing tells herself. 
A few lines later the novel’s narrator reveals how “Three days later, she went into action.”20 
Yang Mo’s Song of Youth can be read as a picture-perfect execution of what Susan 
Suleiman has defined, with a fortunate term, the genre of the “roman à thèse,” or more specifically 
the genre of the political Bildungsroman “written in the realistic mode (…) which signals itself to 
the reader as primarily didactic in intent.”21 The thesis at the basis of The Song of Youth is of course 
                                                
19 Ban Wang has called Yang Mo’s The Song of Youth “the exemplar of fictional works in the mode of revolutionary 
realism combined with romanticism,” in The Columbia Companion to Modern Chinese Literature, p. 240. 
 
 
20 Yang Mo, The Song of Youth, tr. Nan Ying (Peking: Foreign Languages Press, 1964), p. 201; “w4PCR , ¢
{©ê#* ......‘±ę¼’(…)t^ę¼Û¨=Ô,” in Yang Mo, Qingchun zhi ge 
(Beijing: Renmin wenxue chubanshe, 1977), p. 199. 
 
 
21  Susan R. Suleiman, Authoritarian Fictions: The Ideological Novel As a Literary Genre (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1983), p. 7. 
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that the Chinese Communist Party would provide a way out of the historical crisis in which the 
country found itself. The story of Lin Daojing was essentially a romanticized, universally applicable 
lesson for its readers, the takeaway being that it was important for people to both educate 
themselves about the challenges of a political revolution, and at the same time put those insights 
into practice. It was an example of Mao’s vision for a literature that was “more universal than 
reality,” the perfect literary application of an underlying political thesis. 
At the same time, the Song of Youth demonstrates how the early Chinese template for 
revolutionary literature and art that became prevalent in the 1950s was still essentially inspired by 
its well-worn Soviet counterpart. The fact that it was Lin Daojing’s reading of Gorky’s Mother that 
inspired her to undertake revolutionary action was not incidental. It reflected a broader trend in 
the early literature of the People’s Republic to incorporate distinctively Soviet artistic paradigms 
into its nascent national tradition. When, in the year of Song of Youth’s publication, the Chinese 
literary theorist Zhou Yang pleaded for a “Socialist Realist World Literature” at the first AAWB 
Conference in Tashkent, he was still very much subscribing to Soviet literature as the main driver 
behind this vision for a rewired literary canon in a decolonizing world. If revolutionary China at 
the time was already keen to carve out its own space in Cold War cultural politics, and as such 
contribute to the reinvention of World Literature, it knew at the same time that for the foreseeable 
































Fig. 1 W.E.B. Du Bois, Shirley Graham Du Bois, Majhemout Diop, Zhou Yang, and Mao Dun at the 1958 AAWB 
Conference in Tashkent (Image courtesy Special Collections and University Archives, University of Massachusetts 
Amherst Libraries, W. E. B. Du Bois Papers MS 312); 
Figs. 2-3 Xu Guangping and Mao Dun speaking at Tashkent (Image from frontispiece to Tashigan); 
Fig. 4 Poster for film adaptation of Song of Youth (1959) 
 
In February of 1962, the second Afro-Asian Writers’ Conference took place in Cairo. 
Building on their legacy at Tashkent, the Chinese had sent a large delegation of writers, intellectuals, 
and officials. In his speech as the delegation’s new chairman, titled “Blessing the Bright Future of 
Afro-Asian Literature,” Mao Dun summarized the Chinese contributions to the movement. “Over 
the past decade,” Mao Dun announced, “we have translated and published over 400 works from 
more than twenty Asian and African countries. (…) Our Writers’ Union has had the honor of 
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welcoming many Asian and African writers during their visits to China. We have become ever 
closer spiritually to the peoples of Asia and Africa, and the unity and friendship between us and 
the peoples of Asia and Africa have been consolidated.”22 Mao Dun was underscoring how the 
Chinese were doing their part to promote cultural exchange and collaboration between Afro-Asian 
writers, especially through mutual translation. The Chinese journal World Literature [Shijie 
wenxue], for instance, was publishing Chinese translations of mostly African and Asian, but also 
Western anticolonial authors, notably including Alberto Moravia.23 Chinese publishing houses 
were churning out book-length translations of Afro-Asian writers. By emphasizing the Chinese 
contributions to the AAWB, Mao Dun was distancing himself and the Chinese writers he 
represented from their earlier embrace of the Soviet model. Rather than unapologetically 
subscribing to Zhou Yang’s earlier proposals for a revolutionary “Socialist Realist World 
Literature,” Mao Dun was signaling that, in the aftermath of Bandung and the Sino-Soviet Split, 
China had found its rightful voice on the world stage. China was growing increasingly reluctant to 
include the USSR in its new vision for a postcolonial World Literature. China, Mao Dun’s speech 
was implying, had become the new guide country for many participating nations.  
                                                
22 Own translation. “ėN*óČd=ÒL¤NrįkÛgÚrä2e(…)kÛ2O
-´ïým¥ĖĊrCkċħÛį2(…)*į[k#Ãlçã	³¥ė*dį
[k#ÃĨÛiédUĐ³Ij,” in Mao Dun, Speech at Second Afro-Asian Writers’ Conference, Cairo, 
1962, “Wei fengyun bianse shidai de yafei wenxue de canlan qianjing er zhufu,” in Di’er jie yafei zuojia huiyi wenjian 
huibian (Beijing: Yafei zuojia huiyi zhongguo lianluo weiyuan hui, 1962), p. 46. 
 
  
23 Chinese articles published in The Call often dwelled on the efforts of World Literature to promote the work of Afro-
Asian literature in translation. See Sun Sheng-wu, “Asian and African Literature in China,” in The Call, October 1962 
(2), p. 2 and Wang Chu-Peng, “Literary Works of Asian, African and Latin-American Countries in China,” in The 
Call, 1965 (3), p. 12. I thank Lydia Liu for pointing out to me that in the first two issues of 1962 Shijie wenxue published 
short stories by Alberto Moravia and Vasco Pratolini. 
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The ongoing skirmishes between the Chinese and Soviet factions notwithstanding, it was 
at the Cairo Conference that the AAWB implemented some of its most impactful policies and 
guidelines for the Afro-Asian Writers’ Movement. At Cairo, the AAWB decided to launch its own 
journal, The Call, which would be published in English, French, and Arabic for well over a decade.24 
The first issue of the journal, which came out a few months after the Cairo Conference, faithfully 
reproduced the various resolutions, recommendations, and declarations that had been passed by 
the participating nations. The delegates present at Cairo had agreed, among other initiatives, to 
organize traveling exhibitions of Afro-Asian art, hold literary competitions, organize conferences 
and seminars, rewrite school curriculums, record the history and literature of oral traditions that 
lacked written records,  establish an Afro-Asian Encyclopedia, publish anthologies of Afro-Asian 
poetry and, perhaps most significantly, promote the translation and circulation of Afro-Asian 
literature.25  
 “The imperialists translate on the basis of their own interests,” one of the resolutions of 
the Cairo conference that was reprinted in the first issue of The Call stated, “interests which are 
fully in contradiction with the interests of Afro-Asian peoples’ culture and civilization.”26 The 
conference participants were well aware that, in the past, World Literature had been an enterprise 
orchestrated from the metropole that had either subsumed works by Afro-Asian writers in a 
Eurocentric canon, or simply excluded them. Translation, the Cairo delegates knew, had been a 
                                                
24 The Call was the AAWB’s main channel of communications with its members. I am grateful to the National Library 
of China, which conserves all the English-language issues of the journal. 
 
 
25 For an exhaustive list of initiatives that were agreed upon at Cairo, see “Recommendations: The Cultural Struggle 
Against Common Enemies,” in The Call: Bulletin of the Afro-Asian Writers’ Bureau, April 1962 (1), p. 8-9. 
 
 
26 “The Exchange of Treasures Through Translations,” in The Call, April 1962 (1), p. 11. 
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powerful tool in what essentially had been an imperialist undertaking. Since the universality that 
had been proclaimed by World Literature under colonialism was rooted in Eurocentrism, it befell 
to the Afro-Asian Writers Movement to fight back and establish its own, alternative claim to 
universality. If the discipline of World Literature had used translation to buttress its imperialist 
efforts, translation would be one of the Bureau’s most formidable assets in its own efforts to 
reinvent the World Literature of the postcolonial age. 
By translating Afro-Asian writers and promoting their work across the decolonizing world, 
an entirely new World Literature would be called into being. Effectively, the AAWB and the Cairo 
Conference were imagining a radically new claim to universality that would be able to stand its 
ground in the competitive market of alternative claims to universality that was taking shape during 
the Cold War. If historically humanism and universalism had been the weapon of choice of the 
colonial powers to legitimate their violent dominance and permeate exploitation, the Afro-Asian 
writers were unabashedly fighting back by using the exploiters’ discursive tools to further their 
own cause. Universality and humanism were not inherently wrong, they were declaring at Cairo. 
Universality and humanism were valid philosophical categories that had proven their usefulness. 
What needed to be eradicated and overturned were the racist and imperialist foundations of its 
colonial forms of appearance. Or in the words of the General Declaration of the Cairo Conference, 
titled “Powerful Awakening Reinforces Solidarity”: 
The Afro-Asian writers must exert all efforts to eliminate all sort of colonialist-inspired literature 
harmful to the mind and the fighting will of his people. The suppression of all domination and all 
external or internal oppression, such as fascism and militarism, the defeat of all cultural imperialism 
can alone permit to pave the way for the full flourishing of Afro-Asian national cultures and their 
elevation to universality. (…) Only a virile humanism, a humanism free of all demagogy will give to 
the writer his right to be read by those he loves, and those who love him.27  
 
 
                                                
27 “General Declaration: Powerful Awakening Reinforces Solidarity” in The Call, April 1962 (1), p. 2. 
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While the phrase “virile humanism” was perhaps a poor choice of words in light of the AAWB’s 
overall relatively progressive gender politics, the Bureau’s enthusiastic plea for an alternative 
embrace of universality under the banner of Afro-Asian solidarity reflected the seismic historical 
shifts of the early 1960s. In 1960 alone, over 17 African nations had gained their independence. 
This unprecedented independence wave had added fuel to the fire of anticolonial sentiment, and 
had demonstrated that organizations like the AAWB had a legitimate role to play in what was 
increasingly becoming a postcolonial reality. The newly independent nations of Africa and Asia, 
the Bureau intuited, needed to be supported in their efforts to eradicate colonialism from the 
national consciousness. Promoting the development of their national literatures as part and parcel 
of a newly imagined World Literature, would finally allow these nations’ writers and intellectuals 
to “elevate” themselves into universality on their own, postcolonial terms. 
 At Cairo, along with the launch of the journal The Call, the Bureau had established what 
would become its other main publicity channel—a series of anthologies of Afro-Asian poetry. “We, 
the peoples of Africa and Asia,” the AAWB’s new Secretary General, the Sri Lankan journalist and 
politician Ratne Deshapriya Senanayake wrote in the preface to the first anthology, “will create our 
own progressive cultures to promote and reflect our revolutionary struggles.”28 The anthology was 
effectively the Bureau’s first attempt to inaugurate an alternative vision for World Literature, and 
to establish a competing claim to universality. It featured poems in English translation by African 
and Asian writers, from Indonesia and Sudan to North Korea. Many of the poems had strong 
political undertones and commemorated colonial exploitation as well as the national struggle to 
overcome this dark history. The anthology was proposing nothing other than an alternative canon 
                                                
28 Ratne Deshapriya Senanayake, “Preface,” in Afro-Asian Poems: Anthology, vol. 1, part 1 (Colombo: Afro-Asian 
Writers’ Bureau, 1963), p. viii. 
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of writers who had historically been banned from metropolitan anthologies or deemed too 
politically controversial. Like the current-day reincarnations of metropolitan, disciplinary World 
Literature, the AAWB knew that anthologies of these literary works in translation would be 
instrumental in the institutionalization of its agenda. 
The first anthology of the AAWB reflected the socio-political reality of the early 1960s. By 
contrasting African and South East Asian writers with poems by Chinese and Soviet authors, the 
AAWB was, perhaps inadvertently, highlighting the geopolitical shifts that were marking the world 
at the height of the Cold War. The following passages from two poems included in the anthology, 
Patrice Lumumba’s “Weep, O Beloved Black Brother”29 and Han Beiping’s “Drums at Night,”30 are 
highly revealing in this respect: 
                                                
29 Patrice Lumumba, “Weep, O Beloved Black Brother,” in Jean Van Lierde ed., Lumumba Speaks: The Speeches and 
Writings of Patrice Lumumba, 1958-1961, tr. Helen R. Lane (Boston & Toronto: Little, Brown and Company, 1972), 
p. 114-115; “Le tamtam bourdonnait de village en village// Portant au loin le deuil, semant le désarroi,// Disant le 
grand départ pour des lointains rivages// Où le coton est Dieu et le dollar Roi (…)// Issue de ta douleur, ta puissante 
musique,// Le jazz, aujourd’hui admiré dans le monde// En forçant le respect de l’homme blanc,// En lui disant tout 
haut que dorénavant,// Ce pays n’est plus le sien, comme aux vieux temps. Les rives du grand fleuve, pleines de 
promesses// Sont désormais tiennes.// Cette terre en toutes ses richesses// Sont désormais tiennes,” Patrice Lumumba, 
“Pleure, o noir frère bien-aimé,” in Jean Van Lierde ed., La pensée politique de Patrice Lumumba (Paris: Editions 
Présence Africaine, 1963), p. 70. Originally published in Indépendance, journal of the Mouvement National Congolais, 
September 1959. A different translation of the poem was given as two separate poems in Afro-Asian Poems: 
Anthology, vol. 1, part 1 (Colombo: Afro-Asian Writers’ Bureau, 1963), p. 57-62. 
 
 
30 Han Beiping, “Drums at Night,” in Afro-Asian Poems: Anthology, vol. 1, part 1, p. 48-49. I couldn’t access the 
original Chinese of the poem. 
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One of the most memorable events of the at times violent African independence wave had 
been the 1961 murder of the first Prime Minister of the Congo, Patrice Lumumba. The murder 
and its shady circumstances had caused international outrage, and did not fail to leave its mark on 
the writers included in the anthology. Many of the anthology’s poems commemorated Lumumba’s 
murder or depicted him as one of the icons of the anticolonial struggle. The inclusion of an English 
translation of Lumumba’s only known poem further underscored how Lumumba, who had 
become an increasingly strong supporter of Pan-Africanism toward the end of his life, had turned 
into a martyr of not just the Congolese struggle for independence, but of the Afro-Asian Movement 
broadly speaking. As the Secretary-General of the AAWB would state a year later in his report to 
the AAWB’s Executive Committee, “Lumumba is Asia-Africa.”31 
                                                
31 R.D. Senanayake, “To Further Display the Bandung Spirit in the Afro-Asian Writers’ Movement,” General Report 
of the Afro-Asian Writers’ Bureau, in Meeting of the Afro-Asian Writers’ Executive Committee, Bali, Indonesia, July 
16-20, 1963. Organizing Committee of the Afro-Asian Writers’ Executive Committee Meeting. Courtesy National 
Library of China. Lumumba would remain a central reference for the AAWB. Many of the issues of The Call, for 
instance, paid tribute to his legacy. In a 1964 article titled “A New Dictionary for the People,” Lumumba was even 
listed alongside Bandung as one of the most important lexical points of reference of the Afro-Asian movement: “Who 
does not know the word of Lumumba? (…) Lumumba is Africa and Asia, he is the entire peoples fighting for the 
Patrice Lumumba, “Weep, O Beloved Black 
Brother” 
 
The tomtom throbbed from village to village 
Bearing your grief afar, sowing confusion, 
Telling of the great departure for distant shores 
Where cotton is God and the dollar King (…) 
A powerful music poured forth from your pain 
[le Jazz] A music admired today throughout the 
world, 
Forcing the white man to be respectful, 
Telling him in a loud voice that henceforth 
This country is no longer his, as in the old days. (…) 
The shores of the great river, full of promises, 
Henceforth belong to you. 
This earth and all its riches 
Henceforth belong to you.  
Han Beiping “Drums at Night” 
 
In Northern Guinea, at Kankan, in the heart 
of North Africa, I heard night drums 
beating which kept me spellbound. 
 
African drums, African drums 
that have beaten for the glory 
of ancestors, for the rebellions 
of slaves, against humiliated existence. 
 
Drums that now beat for freedom 
and independence; in their 
throbbing is the deep note of 
indignation, while sounds 
of joy rise to the clouds. 
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The sound of African drums was telling the former colonizers, Lumumba’s powerful poem 
suggested, that the lands they had once claimed were now in the hands of his fellow Africans. At 
the same time, Lumumba was highlighting how notes of jazz were chiming in with the drums, 
echoing the same message of hope across the ocean in the land “where cotton is God and the dollar 
King.” Lumumba’s poem was signaling, in other words, how the African struggle for independence 
was part and parcel of a new, cosmopolitan claim to universality that sought to overturn the old 
metropolitan claim to universality’s colonial and—as his verses emphasized—racist undertones.  
 The similarities between Lumumba and Han Beiping’s poems are uncanny—both writers 
conjure up images of African drums sounding the call of postcolonial freedom. Contrary to 
Lumumba, Han Beiping was a relatively obscure Chinese writer and academic. In the early 1960s, 
he had travelled to Africa in the capacity of a deputy in charge of the external relations committee 
of the China Writers Association. His impressions of these travels, mainly in North Africa, were 
published a few years later in his most widely published book, African Nights or Feizhou Yehui. 
The trip, the book’s frontispiece declared, “reflects the deep and profound friendship between the 
people of Africa, the people of China, and the people of the whole world.”32 Han Beiping was in 
other words the ideal incarnation of China’s new cultural diplomacy. 
The fact that, in his poem included in the first anthology of Afro-Asian poetry, Han Beiping 
was voicing his solidarity with the African struggle for independence, and was, deliberately or not, 
echoing Lumumba’s poem, was perhaps no coincidence. Prominent Chinese political figures were 
                                                
independence of their fatherlands, for better living. What is “Bandung”? It is the name of a certain city in Indonesia. 
It is the source of the spirit of anti-imperialism, of anti-colonialism and of anti-neo-colonialism,” in “A New 
Dictionary of the People,” The Call, October 1964 (5), p. 13. 
 
 
32 Own translation. “V°įÆ#Ãdk#Ã6Ù#ÃÛÊTĐ,” in Han Beiping, Feizhou Yehui 
(Beijing: Baihua wenyi chubanshe, 1964), p. 1. 
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claiming Lumumba as an example, including China’s Foreign Minister Marshall Chen Yi, who 
would even write his own poem dedicated to the independent Congo’s first leader.33 And during 
his speech at the Cairo conference just a year earlier, Han Beiping’s more illustrious colleague Mao 
Dun had read a section of Lumumba’s only known poem, praising its literary and political 
importance. With his writings and poetry, Mao Dun had put forward at Cairo, Lumumba had 
defied the imperialist oppressors of the Congo and inspired his people. If he had been killed for 
that same reason, his writings could not be as easily destroyed. “His thoughts and feelings,” Mao 
Dun had declared in his speech, “have been verbally handed down by the people and engraved in 
their hearts, have become a force to encourage them to pursue freedom, truth, and a better 
future.”34 
 Han Beiping’s African poem and the Chinese tributes to Lumumba were signaling an 
underlying geopolitical shift. For many of the African nations that had gained their independence 
in the early 1960s, China was becoming an increasingly important ally. If for many anticolonial 
forces, including China itself, the Soviet Union had been the reference country that had set much 
of the agenda, in the wake of the Sino-Soviet Split and the simultaneously occurring independence 
wave, many countries were starting to turn their backs on the Russians and turn their gaze towards 
China. Khrushchev’s weak position and embrace of so-called “peaceful coexistence” with the 
United States was a major contributing factor. China, many African anticolonial voices were 
                                                
33 The poem, titled “Reading Lumumba’s Last Letter,” was quoted in an article in The Call, which also mentions Han 
Bei-ping’s “Night Drums” poem. “Lumumba, hero of our age,// Fearless in death the whole world acclaims,// Not 
much is the blood of one single man,// Yet watering all revolutionary flowers of Africa,” in Liu Lan-Shan, “Chinese 
Poets and Africa,” in The Call, October 1962 (2), p. 7. 
 
 
34 Own translation. “ę ę È/l#ÃÛXuĦDl#ÃÛnĴú#Ã_øØ, _
ÝÖ_ñxÛ¸ºĜÄÛäHĥ,” in Di’er jie yafei zuojia huiyi wenjian huibian, p. 47. 
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starting to believe, would offer a more forceful opposition to the ever-growing imperialist drive of 
the United States. 
That the Soviets were becoming more and 
more isolated in the Afro-Asian Movement is 
further illustrated by the inclusion of Vladimir 
Mayakovsky’s canonical poem “My Soviet 
Passport” 35  in the first Afro-Asian anthology. 
Mayakovsky’s poem was a prime example of the 
early, modernist incarnations of Soviet Socialist 
Realism. Using experimental typography and 
spacing, Mayakovsky tells the story of his travels 
protected by his vermillion Soviet passport. He 
expresses his disdain at Western travelers who are able to cross borders without causing too much 
consternation. Conversely, his “dangerous,” awe-inspiring Soviet passport, the reader learns, was 
like a bomb or razor in Mayakovsky’s hands. It was defiantly announcing to the world, as the 
poem’s last verse reads, that “I am a citizen of the Soviet Socialist Union.”36 Mayakovsky’s poem, 
then, which was first published in 1930, was reminiscent of another era. It was the definitive “odd 
one out” in the first anthology of Afro-Asian poetry. If in the immediate postwar and the 1950s 
the Soviet model had been the driver of many anticolonial struggles, by the early 1960s the Soviets 
                                                
35 Vladimir Mayakovsky, “My Soviet Passport,”in Afro-Asian Poems: Anthology, vol. 1, part 1, p. 135-136. First 
published as “”Stikhi o Sovetskom pasporte” in Vladimir Mayakosvky, Tuda i obratno (Moscow: Izdatel’stvo 
Federatsiya, 1930), p. 89-93.  
 
 
36 Afro-Asian Poems: Anthology, vol. 1, part 1, p. 136. 
Vladimir Mayakovsky, “My Soviet Passport” 
 
Those very official gentlemen 
 take 
that red-skinned passport 
 mine. 
Take— 
 like a bomb 
  take—like a hedgehog, 
like a razor 
 double-edge stropped, 
take   
 like a rattlesnake 
  huge and long 
with at least 
 20 fangs 
  poison-tipped. (…) 
  you now 
read this 
 and envy, 
  I am a citizen 
of the Soviet Socialist Union! 
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were becoming increasingly irrelevant. Soviet Socialist Realism, the echoes between Lumumba and 
Han Beiping’s contributions were signaling, was no longer the main literary model for the Afro-
Asian attempt to reinvent World Literature from scratch. 
 In July of 1966, China summoned what it called an “Emergency Meeting” of the Afro-Asian 
Writers’ Bureau in Beijing. The meeting took place, an editorial in People’s Daily noted, “in the 
midst of the vigorous upsurge of the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution.”37 With the Emergency 
Meeting of the AAWB, China was making clear that the domestic socio-political sea change 
embodied by the Cultural Revolution extended to the country’s foreign policy and cultural 
diplomacy. “The common task before us Afro-Asian peoples,” premier Zhou Enlai stated in his 
speech at the meeting’s closing banquet, “is to smash the corrupt and reactionary old culture and 
ideology of imperialism and colonialism and to establish and develop the anti-imperialist, 
revolutionary national new culture and ideology of the broad masses.”38 The Cultural Revolution, 
Zhou Enlai was implying, was to be rolled out on a global scale. 
 The Emergency Meeting was not just convened in the name of the Cultural Revolution. At 
the Beijing meeting, the split of the AAWB along Sino-Soviet lines was made official and definitive. 
One of the Emergency Meeting’s most momentous decisions, taken in overt defiance of the Soviets, 
entailed the move of the AAWB’s Executive Secretariat from its original Colombo home to Beijing. 
While the official headquarters remained in Sri Lanka, and R.D. Senanayake stayed on as the 
Bureau’s Secretary-General, the core activities of the Bureau would now be under the direct control 
                                                
37 “The Militant Banner of Afro-Asian Solidarity Is Flying High: Hail the Victorious Conclusion of the Afro-Asian 
Writers’ Emergency Meeting,” Renmin Ribao editorial, July 10, 1966, in Peking Review 29, July 15, 1966, p. 14. 
 
 
38 “Premier Chou En-Lai’s Speech at Banquet Celebrating Close of Afro-Asian Writers’ Emergency Meeting,” in 
Peking Review 29, July 15, 1966, p. 8. 
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of the Chinese.39 What was left of the Soviet-controlled wing of the AAWB could only respond to 
this Chinese takeover by establishing an entirely new organization of its own, the Permanent 
Bureau of Afro-Asian Writers, headquartered in Cairo. This new organization, which was initially 
led by Youssef El Sebai and comprised a reduced number of countries including India and the 
USSR, would continue to operate well into the 1980s.40 
Aside from the establishment of an Afro-Asian Writers’ Sanatorium in Beijing in an effort 
to “strengthen the conditions of creation of Afro-Asian writers,”41 the Emergency Meeting stressed 
that much of the AAWB’s core mission would remain the same under Chinese leadership. 
Promoting mutual translation, publishing anthologies and journals, and organizing conferences 
and seminars of Afro-Asian literature would continue to make up the bulk of the Bureau’s activities. 
What would change, the resolutions of the Emergency Meeting were already making crystal-clear, 
was the underlying ideological direction and cultural project of the AAWB. From now on, the 
Chinese were chiming in tune with the country’s new Zeitgeist, the Afro-Asian writers’ would have 
                                                




40 “The Conference decides that the headquarters of the Afro-Asian Writers’ Permanent Bureau will be in Cairo. The 
Conference decides that the Permanent Bureau of the Afro-Asian Writers will be composed of the following countries: 
U.A.R. (Secretary-General), India, Japan, Lebanon, Mongolia, Portuguese ‘colonies’, Senegal, South Africa, Sudan, 
U.S.S.R.” in Afro-Asian Writings, Journal of the Permanent Bureau of Afro-Asian Writers, 1.1, March 1967, p. 148. 
Like its larger Beijing-based competitor, the Permanent Bureau went on to organize its own conferences and publish 
its own international, multilingual journal, first titled Afro-Asian Writings and in a later phase Lotus. For more 
background on Lotus and the work of the Soviet-controlled Permanent Bureau of Afro-Asian Writers, see Hala Halim, 
“Lotus, the Afro-Asian Nexus, and Global South Comparatism,” Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the 
Middle East 32.2 (2012), p. 563-583. 
 
 
41 “Resolution on the Service of Literature to the Anti-Imperialist Revolutionary Struggles,” in Peking Review 29, July 
15, 1966, p. 54. The Call  later reported on the establishment of the new Afro-Asian Writers’ Sanatorium in Beijing: 
“Those writers in Asia and Africa who need medical attention or wish to spend time on writing while having medical 
care can apply to the Bureau in Colombo or the Executive Secretariat in Peking with recommendations from writers’ 
organizations in respective countries or from individuals who are active in the Afro-Asian Writers’ Movement,” in 
“AA Writers’ Sanatorium Set Up in China,” The Call 6.3, October 1966, p. 9. 
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to refocus their efforts and strongly repudiate the Soviet line. The USSR had become too weak, too 
reactionary, too willing to make compromises with the United States. The USSR, the AAWB would 
write in a statement, had become a “Trojan horse of US imperialism in the Afro-Asian people’s 
struggle against imperialism.”42 In order to unlearn their old ways, the members of the AAWB 
needed to re-educate themselves and start living by Chinese rules. Intellectuals had to go back to 
basics and learn from the illiterate masses.  “Strengthen the ties with the masses of the people,” one 
of the resolutions stated with the tone of urgency typical of the official Chinese line of those days, 
“get acquainted with them, learn from them, serve them, take an active part in the anti-imperialist 
revolutionary struggle, share the same fate with them and be their faithful spokesmen.”43 
 One of the most immediately visible effects of the AAWB’s move to Beijing was the Chinese 
takeover of the Bureau’s journal, The Call. At the Emergency Meeting, a resolution to “improve 
The Call (…), and take steps to ensure its wider distribution in the Afro-Asian countries” had been 
passed.44 If up until 1966 the back of every issue had stated “Printed and Published at 73 Castle 
Street, Colombo,” from 1966 onwards the re-designed cover of the The Call, now in full color and 
on glossy paper, mentioned that the journal was “Edited and published by the Afro-Asian Writers’ 
Bureau and printed in the People’s Republic of China.”45 The fact that the first Beijing-based issue 
of The Call opened with images of enthusiastic Red Guards on Tian An Men Square and large 
                                                
42 “Strongly Condemn the Soviet Revisionist-Directed Cairo Preparation for the Bogus ‘Third Afro-Asian Writers’ 
Conference’: Statement of the Afro-Asian Writers’ Bureau, December 17, 1966,” The Call 1, January 1967, p. 6. 
 
 
43 “Resolution on the Service of Literature to the Anti-Imperialist Revolutionary Struggles,” in Peking Review 29, July 
15, 1966, p. 53. 
 
 
44 “Resolution on the Strengthening of the Afro-Asian Writers’ Movement,” in Peking Review 29, July 15, 1966, p. 55. 
 
 
45 Cover of The Call 6.3, October 1966. 
 252 
quotes of Chairman Mao referencing the Cultural Revolution, further evidenced how China had 
officially become the country that would be setting the AAWB’s agenda from now on. 
The first Beijing-controlled issue of The Call included a number of articles that made no 
secret of the Bureau’s clean split along Sino-Soviet lines. “Realizing ultimately that the militant 
Afro-Asian Writers’ Movement will never entertain their capitulationist line,” a statement of the 
Bureau proclaimed, “the desperate revisionist Soviet writers took a suicidal step (…) and 
voluntarily stepped out of the militant Afro-Asian Writers’ Movement.”46 The Bureau’s Secretary-
General R.D. Senanayake, for his part, made clear his allegiance to the new Chinese direction of 
the AAWB, and declared that the Emergency Meeting, as well as the subsequent move of the 
Bureau to Beijing, had demonstrated “the confidence of the Afro-Asian writers and peoples in the 
Chinese writers and people.”47 Poems by Thai and Malagasy writers included in the first issue paid 
tribute to the “great thought of Mao Tse-tung lighting up the road ahead”48 or portrayed Beijing as 
the “centre of the world revolution.”49 In a thank you note written on the occasion of a tour of 
China following the Emergency Meeting, the Indonesian diplomat Ibrahim Isa went even further, 
declaring that “Chairman Mao’s thought is not only applicable to China, but is universally 
applicable. It is the greatest, the richest revolutionary theory of this century.”50 All these articles 
                                                
46 “Bureau’s Statement: Safeguard the Revolutionary Line,” The Call 6.3, October 1966, p. 3. 
 
 
47 Senanayake, “ Bureau Greets China’s National Day,” The Call 6.3, October 1966, p. 2. 
 
 
48 Chanid Saipradit, “A Song of Victory,” The Call 6.3, October 1966, p. 7. 
 
 
49 Tabaka, “The Cultural Revolution,” The Call 6.3, October 1966, p. 19. 
 
 
50 Ibrahim Isa, “Most Beautiful and Profound Impression,” The Call 6.3, October 1966, p. 29. 
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and poems made an unmistakable point—from now on the AAWB had been transformed into one 
of the main platforms of official Chinese cultural diplomacy.  
The musical chairs in the newsroom of The Call were not the only new initiatives of the 
AAWB under Chinese leadership. A few months after the Chinese takeover of the AAWB, the 
Secretary-General R.D. Senanayake and his Chinese colleague led a “Goodwill Delegation” of the 
Bureau on a tour of twelve countries in Africa and the Middle East. The mission mirrored an 
African Goodwill Tour led by Zhou Enlai in 1964, which had explicitly been framed as part of the 
direct legacy of Bandung.51 As articles published in a special issue of The Call show, the Goodwill 
Delegation’s mission was to promote the new line of the AAWB and find potential allies to help 
guide the movement in this new direction. The list of the countries they visited read as a roadmap 
of China’s sphere of influence in the postcolonial world, from Tanzania and Mali to Sierra Leone 
and the Congo.52 Notably, the delegation also went on a ten-day tour of Syria, where Senanayake 
and his colleagues were welcomed by Syrian writers, teachers, cultural workers, students, and other 
representatives of the various sectors of Syrian society. 53  A Sudanese member of the AAWB 
                                                
51 People’s Daily had made an explicit link between the ideals of Bandung and China’s African Goodwill Tour: “The 
new Africa (…) can certainly be built up by relying on the people and by following the policy of self-reliance 
supplemented by foreign assistance. (…) These principles give expression to the general line of China’s foreign policy 
and are a creative development of the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence and the ten principles of the Bandung 
Conference,” in “Long Live Sino-African Solidarity! Long Live Afro-Asian Solidarity,” Renmin Ribao editorial, 
February 6, 1964, cited in Afro-Asian Solidarity Against Imperialism: A Collection of Documents, Speeches and Press 
Interviews from the Visits of Chinese Leaders to Thirteen African and Asian Countries (Peking: Foreign Languages 
Press, 1964), p. 432-433. 
 
 
52 “The two delegations, during their two-month tour, from November 1966 to January 1967, were received and 
warmly welcomed by the friendly writers, intellectuals and people of Pakistan, Syria, Iraq, Lebanon, Algeria, Mali, 
Guinea, Sierra Leone, Tanzania, Zambia, Somali, Somali Coast and the Congo,” in “To Our Readers,” The Call, April, 
1967: Official Supplement on Bureau Goodwill Delegations to 12 Countries, p. 3. 
 
 
53 See “Syria: Joint Communiqué of  December 8, 1966, Damascus,” Signed R.D. Senanayake and Dr. Jawdat Er Ribaki 
(on behalf of Syrian Arab writers), The Call, April 1967, p. 14. 
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Goodwill Delegation, Hamid Mahmoud Wafi, would later describe the warm welcome the Chinese 
members of the delegation received when the people of the Syrian town of Ellazogia—which 
happened to be in the midst of a pro-Palestine, anti-Zionist demonstration—spotted them:  
The demonstrators, seeing the Chinese comrades inside the cars, surrounded us and earnestly 
begged the Chinese comrades to give them badges of Chairman Mao. (…). They declared that 
Chairman Mao is the great leader not only of the Chinese people but also the great leader of the 
revolutionary people of the world, and that his thought does not only belong to the Chinese people 
but is of great value to the world revolution. (…) Our visit to various Afro-Asian countries has 
affirmed to us that China’s great proletarian cultural revolution is echoing throughout Africa and 
Asia.54  
 
The language of these articles, resolutions, and reports made evident that under Chinese 
leadership the AAWB still espoused aspirations to establish a new universal culture and World 
Literature. What had changed was the concrete embodiment of its claim to universality. If as late 
as the Tashkent Conference of 1958, the Chinese still adhered to what Zhou Yang had called a 
“Socialist Realist World Literature” inspired by the Soviet example, and if the 1962 Cairo 
conference had pleaded for a renewed humanism stripped of its colonial and racist undertones, by 
1966 the Chinese wing of the Bureau was claiming its own national political project as the new 
foundation of universal culture. The Cultural Revolution, the AAWB was implying under its new 
Chinese leadership, was not simply a Chinese phenomenon—it was an Afro-Asian endeavor. 
 Aside from the makeover of The Call and the 1964 Goodwill Tour, the new AAWB would 
continue the Bureau’s tradition of publishing books and anthologies. If before the Chinese takeover 
the Bureau’s anthologies had included poetry and writings from across the geographical and 
political spectrum of the Afro-Asian Writers’ Movement, the publications of the AAWB under 
Chinese leadership made no secret of their allegiance to the official Chinese party line. It was 
perhaps no coincidence that half of the eight publications the AAWB brought out after 1966 was 
                                                
54 Hamid Mahmoud Wafi, “Only Revolution Can Liberate Africa,” The Call 2, March 1967, p. 15-16. 
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made up of translations of the “model revolutionary Peking operas,” which were notoriously 
produced by Mao’s wife Jiang Qing and propagated as the official artistic templates of the Cultural 
Revolution.55  
The Chinese party line was also a constant in the only anthology the AAWB published in 
its last decade of circulation. Titled Indonesian People Take Mao Tse-tung’s Road, the anthology 
was composed of overtly Maoist poems by engaged Indonesian writers, many of whom were 
associated with the Indonesian Communist Party’s literary subsidiary LEKRA.56 “The Indonesian 
people,” the book’s Foreword stated, “must oppose (…) the rotten wares peddled by the modern-
revisionists of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union; (…) they should follow the road of the 
Chinese revolution, the road of Mao Tse-tung.” 57  The incendiary language of the Foreword 
returned in the poetry included in the anthology. “Together we walk along the same road, The 
invincible road of Mao Tse-tung’s thought,” one of the verses of the poem “The Ballad of the 
People’s Son” by LEKRA-affiliate P.H. Muid read.58  
Significantly, the Foreword of the Indonesian anthology insisted that the poems were 
written “under the guidance of Chairman Mao’s teachings on literature and art, and foremost 
                                                
55 The operas published in translation by the AAWB included Taking the Bandits’ Stronghold, The Red Lantern, Raid 
on the White Tiger Regiment, and Shachiapang. Other texts published by the AAWB included a Tibetan travelogue 
by R.D. Senanayake, Inside Story of Tibet, which had come out in installments in The Call from 1966, Song of Battle 




56 Agam Wispi and P.H. Muid, whose poems were included in the anthology, were two members of this organization. 
 
 
57 Foreword, signed Progressive Writers of Indonesia, November 1967, in Indonesian People Take Mao Tse-tung’s 
Road: Anthology (Colombo: Afro-Asian Writers’ Bureau, 1968), p. III. 
 
 
58 P.H. Muid, “The Ballad of the People’s Son,” in Indonesian People Take Mao Tse-tung’s Road, p. 21. 
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among them, his brilliant work Talks at the Yenan Forum on Literature and Art.”59 During the 
Cultural Revolution, in-depth study of Mao’s writings was of course actively encouraged in China. 
The Yenan Talks once again became a central reference for Chinese cultural theory and criticism, 
as well as the official Chinese guideline for creative work.60 What the Foreword to the Indonesian 
anthology demonstrates, in other words, is that Mao’s writings on literature and art had also 
become the main ideological template for the the Afro-Asian Writers’ Movement under Chinese 
control. “The thought of Mao Tse-tung and his revolutionary line and theories on literature and 
art,” a special issue of The Call celebrating the anniversary of the Yenan Talks stated, “are becoming 
(…) a guide for the Afro-Asian revolutionary and progressive writers’ movement.”61  
In the Yenan talks, Mao had pleaded for a profoundly popular literature and art destined 
for a popular audience. Writers and artists, Mao had contended, needed to “conscientiously learn 
the language of the masses.” During the Cultural Revolution, Mao’s early incentive to intellectuals 
to familiarize themselves with the daily struggles of the proletarian classes was re-interpreted in a 
literal way, and famously resulted in the tragic historical circumstances of the “Up to the 
                                                
59 Indonesian People Take Mao Tse-tung’s Road, p. II. 
 
 
60  A look at the Cultural Revolution-era issues of the Chinese English-language propaganda magazine China 
Reconstructs is revealing in this respect: “The Talks are a compass which guides us in finding our direction in the 
complex and acute class struggle (…). The Talks are a clarion that sounds the advance. They call on the broad masses 
of workers, peasants and soldiers to act as the main force, and on those who work in the field of literature and art to 
go among the workers, peasants and soldiers, to go into the heat of the struggle, to take an active part in this great 
proletarian cultural revolution,” in “The Compass for the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution: Hongqi Editorial 
Note on Reprinting ‘Talks at the Yenan Forum on Literature and Art,’” China Reconstructs, Vol. XV, n. 9, September 
1966, p. 9. 
 
 
61 The Call, September 1967, Special Issue on the AAWB Seminar in Commemoration of the 25th Anniversary of 
Chairman Mao’s Talks at the Yenan Forum on Literature and Art (June 5, 1967, Beijing), p. 1.  
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Mountains and Down to the Countryside Movement” (Shang shan xia zhan yundong).62 As a rule, 
young intellectuals and students were sent to the countryside to live the life of farmers and other 
manual laborers. Maxim Gorky’s early suggestion that revolutionary literature had to tell the story 
of labor—a notion which at heart was not altogether different from Mao’s incentive to learn the 
language of the masses—was now interpreted literally. Writers had to become “intellectual-
workers”63 and vice-versa. Only then would popular lived experience translate to their work, and 
would their work translate back to the lived experience of the people to give it a different direction. 
Well into the 1970s, this reinterpretation of Mao’s early writings as part and parcel of the 
ideological premises of the Cultural Revolution would be actively propagated by the AAWB. The 
editorials published in The Call during those years reflected the incendiary tone of the Bureau’s 
other publications, and incited the members of the AAWB to re-educate themselves by committing 
to Mao’s vision of a truly popular literature. The editors of The Call would in turn write lengthy 
analyses of Mao’s writings on literature and art to accompany their reprint of the text itself, which 
was published in installments in every issue. The poetry and other writings published in the journal 
illustrated a similar trend. Poems by little-known Kenyan writers congratulating the Chinese on 
their first successful satellite launch 64  alternated with abridged versions of pro-China plays, 
including The Patriot, a highly didactic play written by the obscure Guinean writer Banquoura 
                                                
62 For more background on Shang shan xia zhan, see Roderick MacFarquhar & Michael Schoenhals, Mao’s Last 
Revolution (Cambridge & London: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2006), p. 251-252. 
63 The term was used in an article in China Reconstructs on the new “writers of the socialist age”: “The cultural 
revolution going on in China today—for intellectuals to become intellectual-workers and for manual labourers to 
become worker-intellectuals—will create the conditions for gradually reducing and ultimately eliminating the 
difference between mental and physical labour,” in “Writers of the Socialist Age,” China Reconstructs, Vol. XV, n. 6, 
June 1966, p. 4. 
 
 
64 Madidah (Kenya) “Congratulations, China!,” The Call 2, 1970, p. 7.  
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Kanfory and performed by the Brazzaville Drama Training and Study Centre.65 It had become an 
unmistakable fact that the AAWB had entirely aligned itself with the Chinese vision for an Afro-




























Fig. 4 Cover of The Call 2, 1967 featuring Congolese youths reading Mao’s Quotations 
 Fig. 5 Issues of The Call and post-1966 AAWB book publications in French, English, and Arabic 
 Fig. 6 Post-1966 book publications of the AAWB 
Images from The Call, Courtesy National Library of China 
 
Much like the incendiary articles in The Call and the model revolutionary operas circulated 
by the new AAWB, writings such as these poems can be at times difficult to read for a 
                                                
65 Banquoura Kanfory, The Patriot, as adopted by the Brazzaville Drama Training and Study Centre, in The Call 2, 
1971, p. 21 et passim. 
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contemporary audience—they are perhaps more of interest as a historical document. What they 
make unmistakably clear, as such, is that the Cultural Revolution was resonating beyond the 
borders of China alone. Perhaps more significantly, these documents demonstrate how, from the 
1960s onwards, China was confidently positioning itself as the most forceful catalyst of Afro-Asian 
solidarity, both on an economic and a cultural level. The days of Zhou Yang and Mao Dun’s 
proposals for a postcolonial World Literature modeled after Soviet Socialist realism were 
numbered. A new claim to cultural universality, modeled after China’s vision for a popular Afro-




“The Crystallization of Human Culture”:  
Competing Universalities in The Artist Writings of Huang Yong Ping 
 
 
Months before the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and the symbolic end of the Cold 
War, two landmark exhibitions took place on either side of the Iron Curtain, China/Avant-
Garde at the National Art Museum in Beijing and Les magiciens de la terre at the Centre 
Pompidou in Paris. In a leaflet doubling as a catalog handed out to the public when the 
show opened on Chinese New Year of 1989, the curator of China Avant-Garde stated that 
his exhibition would mark the first time when China would show to the world that, in the 
new era of the “crystallization of human culture” ['ă²Kïć½, renlei wenhua de 
jiejing], the country had assumed its rightful place in the international art world, and had 
become an “important base of contemporary art” [ä+ēÃfc, xiandai yishu jidi].1 Just 
a few months later, in May of that same year, the French curator of Les Magiciens de la 
terre noted in his press release that his own show was to be “the first world-wide exhibition 
of contemporary art [première exposition mondiale d’art contemporain].” 2  The two 
exhibitions, it seemed, had successfully positioned themselves as pioneering enterprises 
that gestured towards the advent of a new, increasingly globalized era. 
                                                
1 Translation modified. Gao Minglu, China/Avant-Garde Exhibition Catalogue, National Gallery, Beijing, 
February 1989, p. 3; Gao Minglu, Zhongguo xiandai yishu zhan Exhibition Catalogue, National Gallery, 
Beijing, February 1989, p. 4 (bilingual catalogue). Courtesy Asia Art Archive. 
 
 
2 Jean-Hubert Martin, January 1989, Les magiciens de la terre Press Materials (bilingual), January 1989, 
Courtesy Centre Pompidou Archives, MNAM-CCI, Bibliothèque Kandinsky, Box “BVCTOF MNAM 16”, p. 
1. 
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 Remarkably, the work of a then still relatively unknown artist, Huang Yong Ping, 
was included in both exhibitions. Huang Yong Ping is an intriguing case. The underlying 
message of his work was not recognized as such by the curatorial and art-historical 
apparatus that enveloped him. In Les magiciens de la terre, he was placed in a universalist 
and ultimately Eurocentric perspective of Third-Worldist and primitivist “world art” in 
line with Malraux’s Musée imaginaire. In China/Avant-Garde, he was framed in a 
competing universalist framework, as an active participant in what has come to be known 
as the “humanist enthusiasm” ['²á, renwen reqing] of the 1985 Art New Wave 
Movement in China. The work of Huang Yong Ping, while at odds with the echoing visions 
of his two curators, had become the halfway point between two competing claims to 
universality. Ultimately, his simultaneous participation in Les magiciens de la terre and 
China Avant/Garde signals how, in 1989, the boundaries outlined by the competing 
universalities that had marked the decolonizing world of the Cold War were becoming 
increasingly porous. 
 
 Just hours after the China Avant-Garde exhibition opened in the imposing 
socialist-realist building of the National Art Museum in Beijing, the exhibition was shut 
down by local authorities for security reasons. Xiao Lu, a recent graduate from the Zhejiang 
Academy of Fine Art, had fired two gunshots at her installation. The piece was titled 
Dialogue and was composed of a mirror set up between two life-size figures in telephone 
booths engaged in conversation with one another. Before the dramatic shutdown, the artist 
Wu Shanzhuan, an art teacher from a small fishing village in Zhejiang Province, had staged 
	 262 
his Big Business performance in the building, selling 300 kilograms of fresh shrimp to the 
public. Meanwhile, the performance artist Wang Deren was scattering over 7,000 condoms 
across the artworks on all floors of the building. As curator Gao Minglu would later write, 
the exhibition was in part conceived as a “total durational event on a stage enacting a play 
of social happenings.”3  
 A few months earlier, in October of 1988, a singular Call for Artists had been 
published in the fledgling Chinese art journal Zhongguo Meishubao. “The China/Avant-
Garde Exhibition [aä+ēÃ{, Zhongguo xiandai yishu zhan],” the notice stated, 
“will exhibit for the first time artworks, made with modern concepts and in the modern 
spirit [ä+ēÃĝ_Ąù, xiandai yishu guannian he jingshen], to the art world in both 
China and internationally.”4 The language of the notice was significant. The exhibition, the 
notice was hinting, was conceived with an international audience in mind. At the same 
time, it was immediately clear that these international ambitions were taking the show into 
untested waters. The title of the exhibition, which was featured in English and Chinese in 
its bilingual catalog, posed a problem of translation, and revealed an underlying art-
historical conundrum. While the Chinese original of the title colloquially translates as 
“China Modern Art Exhibition,” it should here be understood as “China Contemporary 
                                                
3 Gao Minglu, Total Modernity and the Avant-Garde in Twentieth-Century Chinese Art (Cambridge & 
London: The MIT Press, 2011), p. 143. For detailed accounts of the sensational opening, see Gao Minglu, 
Total Modernity, p. 158; Hou Hanru, “De ‘décrire la réalité’ au ‘théâtre du monde’: l’art chinois depuis 1979,” 
in Jean-Paul Ameline ed., Face à l’histoire 1933-1996 (Paris: Centre Pompidou, 1996), p. 550-551; and Hang 
Jian & Cao Xiao’ou, “A Brief Account of China/Avant-Garde (1989), in Wu Hung ed., Contemporary 
Chinese Art: Primary Documents (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2010), p. 121-126. 
 
 
4 Translation cited in Gao Minglu, Total Modernity, p. 150; ““aä+ēÃ{x“Îĭker±
c\ø0\a@i²ēë{÷?¿ä+ēÃĝ_ĄùïēÃ3`,” in Preparation Notice for 
“China/Avant-Garde,” Zhongguo Meishubao, October 31, 1988, p. 1. 
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Art Exhibition”—xiandai being the Chinese word used to denote both meanings, “modern” 
and “contemporary.” To avoid confusion, the show’s curator, the art critic Gao Minglu, 
saw it fit to use the English title China/Avant-Garde instead. China, Gao Minglu’s choice 
of words in both languages was suggesting, had imported a new word, and had created an 
untranslatable in the process.  
 In his curatorial statement included in the bilingual leaflet that served as the 
exhibition’s catalog, Gao Minglu would explain what exactly he meant by “Zhong guo 
xiandai yishu,” or in his proposed English translation, “Chinese Avant-Garde Art.” While, 
unlike the show’s title, the English translation of his preface conserved the colloquial 
“modern” for “xiandai,” it is clear that Gao Minglu was using the term to connote 
contemporary art practice in the sense of recently produced artworks. Significantly, Gao 
asserted that for him the idea of contemporary art was a concept that had originated in the 
“West” and was now becoming “pervasive in every corner of the world”:  
It is a matter of fact that modern art [ä+ēÃ, xiandai yishu], originating in the West, 
has become pervasive in every corner of the world. China, with its ancient cultural 
background, will build herself into an important base of modern art. The crystallization of 
human culture has certainly condensed the common experience of human beings and the 
evolution of civilization. (…) [It is] an identical ideal to which all the people from various 
cultural time zones [W²K¸L, ge wenhua shiqu] in the contemporary world are 
aspiring.5  
                                                
5 Translation modified. Gao Minglu, China/Avant-Garde, English-language preface to Exhibition Catalogue, 
National Gallery, Beijing, February 1989, p. 3; “ÐĊíä+ēÃQĬ#ě´o)|ňŅ9æS
ČïaxĜä+ēÃïļĜfc'ă²Kïć½ãBŃô'ă;YïĆŊ²¹
ïĳKÒ’ºW²K¸L£Ēïç,” in Gao Minglu, Zhongguo xiandai yishu zhan, Chinese-
language preface to Exhibition Catalogue, National Gallery, Beijing, February 1989, p. 4. The wording of the 
Call for Artists and Gao Minglu’s curatorial statement was echoed in other articles published in art journals 
like Zhongguo Meishubao. One such article was a piece by Zhou Yan, which echoes Gao Minglu’s notion of 
“modern art spirit”: “The objective of the China/Avant-Garde exhibition was determined to be: to offer the 
first relatively large-scale and comprehensive display of modern art concepts and spirit directed at (all of) 
society as well as domestic and foreign cultural spheres,” in Zhou Yan, “Background Material on the 
China/Avant-Garde Exhibition (1989),” tr. Kristen Loring, in Wu Hung ed., Contemporary Chinese Art: 




Gao was hailing the advent of Chinese contemporary art—translated as “modern” above—
as a salutary phenomenon. The China of the 1980s, he was suggesting, had been catching 
up after decades of stalwart art practice in the sole service of the country’s political project. 
Gao argued that it was the new China of Deng Xiao Ping’s Open up and Reform Policy—
paraphrased in his curatorial statement as the “open door situation  [°ïg, kaifang 
de qingjing]”6—that had been the catalyst behind the new flurry of artistic creativity after 
Mao’s death in 1976. Now that China was opening its doors to global capital, Gao Minglu 
was implicitly making clear, it was time for China to join the global art world.  
Gao Minglu’s curatorial statement was one of the first documents that, perhaps 
problematically, dated the so-called “birth” of contemporary art in China, and defined the 
specific historic moment in terms of a clearly outlined artistic movement. “Recently,” he 
writes in the first paragraph, “strictly speaking since 1985, modern art has become a trend 
in China, and has resulted in a movement.”7 The 1989 exhibition, he continued, was to be 
the first “summary and review of this vigorous movement.”8 Later art-historical accounts, 
including canonical texts by Gao Minglu himself, followed this basic outline and refer to 
                                                




6 Translation modified. The original English version of the curatorial statement gives “while the country is 
opening its door to the world,” in China/Avant-Garde, p. 3; Zhongguo xiandai yishu zhan, p. 4. 
 
 
7 Translation modified. China/Avant-Garde, p. 3; “ñđı}ËcĠº*:$},Åä+ēÃ
´baĘÞÙĺİH,” in Zhongguo xiandai yishu zhan, p. 4. 
 
 
8  Translation modified. China/Avant-Garde, p. 3; “Ĳ{ĞyºĲĕIİHïć_ÌŁ,” in 
Zhongguo xiandai yishu zhan, p. 4. 
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the first decade of artistic experimentation in post-Mao China as the period in Chinese art 
that was defined by the artists associated with the “85 Movement” [85İH, 85 yundong], 
and institutionalized by its first retrospective, the 1989 China/Avant-Garde exhibition at 
the National Museum of Art.9 
The term “movement” suggested that the Chinese artists of the generation that 
began making and showing work in the 1980s subscribed to a collective vision or ideology 
underwriting their artistic practice. Gao Minglu was certainly convinced that that the 
artists he was curating in 1989 and historicizing in his critical work shared a collective 
conception of artmaking. In his mind, what these young artists had in common, was a 
renewed enthusiasm for humanism ['²á, renwen reqing]. Already in his curatorial 
statement, Gao Minglu had framed the artists of the 1980s under this header. The statement 
describes the recent Chinese accession to the global contemporary art world in distinctively 
humanist terms, as a movement that was exemplary of what Gao called the “crystallization 
of human culture ['ă²Kïć½, renlei wenhua de jiejing].” By joining the global 
dialogue of contemporary art, the statement implied, China was giving up its earlier 
attempts to carve out an alternative space of universality that had enabled it in the past to 
compete with capitalist democratic universalism. Now, Gao Minglu was suggesting, a truly 
universal “culture of mankind” ['ă²K, renlei wenhua] with global reach had become 
imaginable in the Chinese context, and the old claims to universality of the Cold War were 
starting to become part of history. 
                                                
9  While, as I discuss below, their critical interpretations not always converge, all the most established 
historians of Chinese art—from Lü Peng and Hou Hanru to Wu Hung—follow the same chronological 
template first outlined by Gao Minglu. The 1980s, and especially the second half of the decade, are 
consistently singled out as a clearly defined moment in the history of Chinese art. 
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In his later art-historical criticism, Gao Minglu would reiterate that, in his mind, 
the Chinese artists of the 1980s had been marked by a renewed interest in theoretical 
investigations of humanism. Gao framed this renewed interest as a direct response to the 
declared anti-humanism of Chinese literary and art theory during the Cultural Revolution. 
“The artists of the ’85 Movement,” he wrote in his most authoritative book based on his 
Harvard University dissertation, “identified themselves as ‘universalists,’ which in this 
specific moment revealed the core of Chinese modernity, a modernity ready to embrace all 
advances from different ages and civilizations (…). ‘Humanism,’ in this context, was an 
idealistic hope of producing a spiritual order in which a new future would be built.”10 Other 
noted Chinese art historians, including Wu Hung, Lü Peng, and Hou Hanru, all reiterated 
this basic template and categorized the artistic production of the 1980s under the header of 
the phrase “humanist enthusiasm.”11  
Many artists associated with the 85 Movement did indeed explicitly engage with the 
theoretical reinterpretations of humanism that were intensely discussed in Chinese 
                                                
10 Gao Minglu, Total Modernity, p. 169-170. A similar quote can be found in his dissertation. See Gao Minglu, 
The ’85 Movement: Avant-Garde Art in the Post-Mao Era (Dissertation, Harvard University, 1999), p. 115. 
 
 
11 Wu Hung is perhaps the most prominent Chinese art historian today. In his preface to the section of his 
anthology of primary documents assembled for MoMA, he writes: “Although the contemporary critics held 
different opinions about the nature and merits of the ’85 Art New Wave, most of them theorized it as a 
delayed modernization movement, which aimed to reintroduce humanism and rationalism into the nation’s 
consciousness,” in Wu Hung ed., Contemporary Chinese Art: Primary Documents, p. 51. In his exhaustive 
history of 20th-century Chinese art, Lü Peng frames the 85 Movement as a tendency that was influenced by 
newly available translations of Western art histories and Western theorists, and It refers to it as “The ’85 
Ideological Trend”: “After 1985, artists found themselves in a free market of ideas and concepts where the 
pricing was chaotic and the weighing scales were all over the place,” in Lü Peng, A History of Art in 20th-
Century China (Milano: Charta, 2010), p. 513. Hou Hanru and Thomas Berghuis also insist on the category 
of humanism as the overarching framework of the 85 Movement. See Hou Hanru, “De ‘décrire la réalité’ au 
‘théâtre du monde’: l’art chinois depuis 1979” and Thomas Berghuis, Performance Art in China (Hong Kong: 
Timezone 8, 2006). 
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intellectual and artistic circles at the time. Perhaps the most prominent of these artists was 
Wang Guangyi. His early paintings, from Frozen North Pole (1985) to The Back of 
Humanity (1985), are reminiscent of metaphysical, existential work in the vein of Giorgio 
de Chirico, and depict individuals forming beacons of humanity amid empty voids that 
connote meaninglessness, indifference, and alienation. In a text written in 1986 that has 
gone down as one of the manifestos of the 85 Movement, Wang Guangyi would go on to 
write that the artists associated with the movement were seeking out humanist sources of 
inspiration—including what he calls the “humanist thought” ['², renwen 
zhuyi sixiang]12 at the core of the art of the Italian Renaissance—as an antidote to existential 
alienation. “We thirst for and happily embrace all forms of life,” Wang Guangyi writes in 
this manifesto, “by giving rise to a new, more humanistic spiritual model [¾'ÂïĄ
ùÍ, geng wei renben de jingshen moshi], to bring order to the evolutionary process of 
life. (…) Although Conceptual Art is regarded as art’s alienation from itself [ēÃÂ2ï
K, yishu benti de yihua], (…) we can use the alienation of art to express the concept of 
anti-alienation.” 13  With their art, Wang Guangyi was suggesting, the artists of the 85 
Movement were attempting to overcome alienation and achieve a more humanistic vision. 
                                                
12 Wang Guangyi, “We—participants of the “ ’85 Art Movement (1986),” tr. Kristen Loring, in Wu Hung ed., 
Contemporary Chinese Art: Primary Documents, p. 78; Wang Guangyi, “Women—‘85 Meishu yundong’ de 
canzhuye,” Zhongguo meishubao 36, September 8, 1986, p. 1. 
 
 
13 “We—participants of the “ ’85 Art Movement (1986)”, p. 78; “ -ÜÁ~ŋ=còè^ïWû
ÉĪ³ï¾'ÂïĄùÍ4è^ïĳKįý¾¿(…)ėã3ĝï
ēÃºēÃÂ2ïK(…),ēÃïKÅĚĴPKïĝ,” Zhongguo Meishubao 36, September 8, 
1986, p. 1. The contrast with Wang Guanyi’s later career is striking here. Around the time of the 
China/Avant-Garde exhibition, Wang Guangyi would write another notable essay, titled “Liquidate [literally: 
“Clean Up”] Humanist Enthusiasm [<#Ûç'²á, guanyu qingli renwen reqing],” which contains a 
strong plea for a move away from the kind of work he and many of his contemporaries were producing at the 
time. “We should rid ourselves,” he wrote now, “of the dependent relationship of art on humanist enthusiasm 
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As Gao Minglu and Hou Hanru have noted in their art-historical accounts, the 
concept of “humanist enthusiasm” was rooted in theoretical and philosophical discussions 
about humanism and alienation that were predominant in Marxist theory at the time.14 The 
debates were part of a renewed interest, at first in the destalinized Soviet Union later and 
post-Mao China, in what is known as “Marxist humanism.” In the 1980s, Chinese thinkers 
that were solidly anchored in the Marxist tradition became increasingly interested in the 
work of theorists such as György Lukács, Herbert Marcuse, and Jean-Paul Sartre. The 
overall concern of these thinkers had been the rehabilitation of Marxist and socialist 
thought as a way to counter a historical context of repressive, dictatorial conceptions of 
socialism in the wake of the 1956 Hungarian crisis and the Sino-Soviet Split. Their work 
was characterized by a renewed interest in the more humanistic writings of the young 
Marx, especially the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844, in which Marx had 
investigated the dehumanizing and alienating effects of abstract average labor under 
capital.15   
                                                
['²á, renwen reqing] and focus on the question of what art means.” Translation modified. In Wang 
Guangyi, “On the Clearing Out of Humanist Passions” (1990), in Demetrio Paparoni, Wang Guangyi: Works 
and Thoughts 1985-2012 (Milan: Skira, 2013), p. 318; “*Ĳûĥ -¦«ēÃw#'²
áï6ħ<ąĩCwēÃïĵĿ,” in Wang Guangyi, “Guanyu qingli renwen reqing,” Jiangsu 
Huakan, vol. 10, 1990, p. 17-18. Wang Guanyi later work would become prototypical of a completely different 
style, which was already present in the Mao Zedong triptych he made for the China/Avant-Garde exhibition. 
His work would become synonymous with the “political pop” style that would become prevalent in Chinese 
painting of the 1990s. Even if his Total Modernity offers a much more nuanced story, it is all the more 
remarkable that this perspective was ignored by Gao Minglu in his curatorial statement at the time. 
 
 
14 “Beginning in about 1981, philosophers began discussing questions of humanism and alienation. This 
discussion was initiated by renewed research on Karl Marx’s 1844 Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts. 
It used Marx’s theory (…) to indirectly criticize the suppression of human nature in Mao’s period, in 
particular during the Cultural revolution,” in Gao Minglu, Total Modernity, p. 65. 
 
 
15 In his wonderful Queer Marxism in Two Chinas, Petrus Liu makes a direct link between the revival of 
humanist Marxism in the 1980s and what he calls “queer Marxism.” For Liu, a humanist reading of Marx 
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 In the Chinese context, the philosopher Wang Ruoshui was perhaps the most 
prominent exponent of this revival of humanism in Marxist theory. Wang had been 
instrumental in the Chinese re-legitimization of neo-Marxist thought as it had taken shape 
outside China in the 1950s and 1960s. Positioning himself against the pronounced anti-
humanist stance of the Cultural Revolution, which had notably reached a climax in a well-
known speech by Zhou Yang in 196316, Wang Ruoshui took it upon himself to promote 
Marxist humanism as a fitting philosophical template for post-Mao China.17 “A spectre is 
                                                
offers refreshing perspectives for contemporary queer theory, which traditionally is highly critical of 
humanism: “My reading of the discourse of queer human rights in the two Chinas demonstrates that the 
traditional opposition between the humanist and antihumanist Marxes is not inevitable, and that the 
poststructuralist and decentering readings of the subject do not necessarily result in the death of the human. 
Rather, we can recuperate a different notion of the human in Marx, one grounded neither in the essence of 
man nor in the structural and metahistorical movements of capital,” in Petrus Liu, Queer Marxism in Two 
Chinas (Durham: Duke University Press, 2015), p. 150. 
 
 
16 In this speech typical of the anti-Soviet climate in the China of the 1960s, Zhou Yang had explicitly 
distanced himself from the revival of Marxist humanism in Yugoslavia and elsewhere in the Eastern Bloc: 
“The modern revisionists and some bourgeois scholars try to describe Marxism as humanism and call Marx 
a humanist. Some people counterpose the young Marx to the mature proletarian revolutionary Marx. In 
particular, they make use of certain views on “alienation” expressed by Marx in his early Economic and 
Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 to depict him as an exponent of the bourgeois theory of human nature. 
They do their best to preach so-called humanism by using the concept of alienation. This, of course, is futile,” 
in Zhou Yang, The Fighting Task Confronting Workers in Philosophy and the Social Sciences: Speech at the 
Fourth Enlarged Session of the Committee of the Department of Philosophy and Social Science of the Chinese 
Academy of Sciences Held on October 26, 1963 (Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 1963), p. 35. 
 
 
17 For a discussion of the development of Marxist humanism and Marxist critique broadly speaking in post-
Mao China, see Bill Brugger & David Kelly, Chinese Marxism in the Post-Mao Era (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 1990). Brugger and Kelly Brugger and Kelly discuss how Wang Ruo Shui was instrumental 
in Zhou Yang’s U-turn from his pronounced anti-humanism to a pro-humanist stance in the 1980s, and 
portray Wang  as the leading voice in the humanism debate in China: “In the 1980s Wang (…) achieved great 
prominence as the leader of a movement for socialist humanism which, by attempting to develop from the 
works of the young Marx a socialist telos suited to the China of the postradical era, has posed a major 
challenge to received ethical-political concepts,” in Chinese Marxism in the Post-Mao Era, p. 142. See Chinese 




haunting the Chinese intellectual world,” he wrote in 1983, “the spectre of humanism.”18 
In this widely read essay, titled “A Defense of Humanism,” Wang went on to argue how it 
was wrong to think that humanism was a purely bourgeois theoretical paradigm alien to 
socialist and Marxist thought. Basing himself on the insights of the young Marx in the 
Economic and Political Manuscripts of 1844 as well as the Theses on Feuerbach, Wang 
proposed an alternative, socialist understanding of humanism, which he alternatingly 
referred to as a “revolutionary humanism [Ň^'ĸ, geming rendaozhuyi]” or a 
“socialist humanism [ø0ï'ĸ, shehuizhuyi de rendaozhuyi].” 19  Wang 
Ruoshui was effectively echoing the young Marx’s claim that the Aufhebung of capitalism 
would entail a dilution of estrangement or alienation, and ultimately announce the advent 
of a more egalitarian world devoid of dehumanizing exploitation and oppression. 
 In an earlier, longer essay titled “On the Concept of Alienation: From Hegel to 
Marx,” Wang Ruoshui had explained what the practical implications of Marxist humanism 
were for the everyday politics of the communist world of the 1980s. For Wang, the Marxist 
concept of human estrangement from its self-awareness as a Gattungswesen or species-
being was intrinsically linked to Marx’s understanding of the state. “Overcoming alienation 
[8ÀK, kefu yihua],” Wang wrote in reference to Marx’s plea for a dialectical 
Aufhebung of estranged consciousness under socialism, “is to turn those illusory universal 
                                                
18 Wang Ruishuo, “A Defense of Humanism,” in Writings on Humanism, Alienation, and Philosophy, ed./tr. 
David A Kelly, special issue of Chinese Studies in Philosophy, Spring 1985, vol. XVI.3, p. 72; “b
aõĢë--'ĸï,” in Wang Ruoshui, Wei rendaozhuyi bianhu (Beijing: Xinzhi sanlian 
shudian chuban, 1986), p. 72. Originally published in Wenhuibao, January 17, 1983, p. 3. 
 
 
19 “A Defense of Humanism”, p. 76 and 87; Wei rendaozhuyi bianhu, p. 222 and 233. 
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interests that are represented in the name of the state into things that are truly real.”20 For 
Wang, the early Marx’s concept of the state was at odds with the later Leninist 
understanding of socialism as a phased progression from a dictatorship of the proletariat 
to the ultimate realization of communism. The young, humanist Marx, Wang Ruoshui was 
implying, would not have been a proponent of a repressive socialist state. Wang was 
effectively suggesting that it was not just necessary to expose the underlying exploitative 
dynamic of the capitalist state’s purported democratic universalism. In a veiled critique of 
the historical excesses of state socialism, Wang was implying that it was also necessary to 
pursue the ideal of humanism in the socialist reality of post-Mao China. 
 Gao Minglu’s curatorial vision for and ulterior art-historical framing of the 85 
Movement was in line with the political and philosophical implications of the Chinese 
theoretical revival of Marxist humanism. Gao was convinced that by embracing “humanist 
enthusiasm,” China was joining what he had called in his curatorial statement a 
“crystallized” universal culture. China, Gao was implicitly suggesting along with thinkers 
like Wang Ruoshui, was abandoning its earlier claim to an alternative, competing 
universality under state socialism, and was beginning to re-evaluate the capitalist universal. 
Unlike its historical predecessor Socialist Realism, the artists of the 85 Movement were 
making art that went beyond the socialist state, art that spoke to an increasingly affluent 
and globalized audience. The 1980s, Gao Minglu was suggesting, had marked the moment 
when Chinese artists were beginning to speak an entirely new universal vernacular. 
                                                
20 Translation modified. Wang Ruoshui, “On the Concept of ‘Alienation’: From Hegel to Marx,” in Writings 
on Humanism, Alienation, and Philosophy, p. 56; “8ÀKyºĜ¥Ĺû,auZÅ+ĚïĖ
ï¼ķFðRóÏätïě,” in Wang Ruoshui, “Guanyu ‘yihua’ de gainian—cong Hege’er dao 


















Figs. 1-4 Gao Minglu, cover of China Avant-Garde Exhibition Catalog; Wang Youshen, two photographs 
from the Samples series taken at the China Avant-Garde Exhibition; Xiao Lu, Two Gunshots fired at her 
Dialogue installation. Images Courtesy Asia Art Archive. 
 
A few months after the eventful opening of China/Avant-Garde in Beijing, another 
exhibition that proclaimed itself to be of universal scope opened in the Centre Pompidou 
and the Grande Halle de la Villette in Paris. “We live in a world of communication, in 
which we continuously receive information about other cultures,” the curator of Les 
magiciens de la terre, Jean-Hubert Martin, wrote in his press release, “We can no longer 
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ignore the existence of these cultures and their artists.”21 For the first time, Martin was 
declaring, an art exhibition would include works by artists from every continent of the 
globe. Like Gao Minglu, Martin seemed to have intuited that his exhibition was a timely 
one. In 1989, the competing claims of universality that had marked the bipolar world of the 
Cold War were starting to dissipate, and what Martin called “the first world-wide 
exhibition of contemporary art” had become practically and theoretically imaginable. 
Martin envisioned the exhibition as a world tour of contemporary art in 1989. His 
tour began with Western-European and American artists like Alighiero Boetti, John 
Baldessari, and Daniel Buren, made a detour via Eastern Europe with work by the Russian 
artist Ilya Kabakov and the Yugoslavian-born Marina Abramović, and stopped over in 
China with pieces by Huang Yong Ping, Gu Dexing, and Yang Jiechang. Significantly, the 
exhibition would also feature works by artists that Martin and his curatorial team had 
“discovered” during their extensive travels across the globe in preparation for the show. 
Many of these works had never been exhibited in a formal museum setting and were 
selected on the basis of chance encounters and random connections. The exhibition’s 100 
artworks included Tibetan thankas, live sand painting by the Native-American artist Joe 
Ben Jr., a colorfully painted house by the then still unknown South-African artist Esther 
Mahlangu of the Ndebele nation, and 15 painted poles by the Australian Aboriginal artist 
Jimmy Wululu. Les magiciens de la terre, the list of artists included in the exhibition was 
suggesting, had the ambition to redraw the boundaries of contemporary art. 
                                                
21 Jean-Hubert Martin, Les magiciens de la terre bilingual Press Release, January 1989, in Les magiciens de la 
terre Press Materials, p. 1; “Nous vivons dans un monde de communication où l’information sur d’autres 
cultures ne cesse de se développer. On ne peut donc plus ignorer l’existence des créateurs,” in Idem, p. 2. 
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While the show aspired to expand the canon of contemporary art, Martin’s 
curatorial vision perpetuated an essentially Eurocentric stance. The show’s title, which 
literally translates as “Magicians of the Earth,” was itself indicative of a value judgment 
which continued the logic of primitivism that had marked the colonialist, ethnographic 
understanding of artmaking beyond the colonial metropole. Martin’s curatorial concept 
implied a continued distinction between a notion of “art” on the one hand and ritualistic 
“magic” on the other, and relegated works by formerly colonized subjects to the margins 
of artistic practice.  “The very idea of a work of art,” Martin wrote tellingly in 1986 in a 
preparatory curatorial statement, “is a particular invention of our culture. Many other 
societies have no such concept. Other cultures create visual, static images whose function 
is to contain a living soul [des réceptacles de l’esprit]. It is this spiritual characteristic of the 
magic and holy objects that together with works of art will be explored by Magiciens de la 
Terre.”22  
 The dividing line between artists from what Martin called “developed, capitalist 
countries” 23  on the one hand and magicians from the “Third World” 24  on the other 
returned throughout his curatorial statement. The show was to be split down the middle, 
                                                
22 Jean-Hubert Martin, “The Death of Art – Long Live Art,” Les magiciens de la terre Curatorial Statement, 
1986, courtesy Centre Pompidou Archives, Bibliothèque Kandinsky, Box “BVCTOF MNAM 16”, p. 1; “La 
notion d’oeuvre d’art est une invention spécifique à notre culture. Beaucoup de sociétés ne la connaissent 
pas. Les autres cultures n’en créent pas moins des objets visuels et statiques qui ont pour propriété essentielle 
d’êtres des réceptacles de l’esprit. C’est ce potentiel spirituel, imprégnant aussi bien des objets sacrés ou 
magiques que nos oeuvres d’art, que l’exposition Magiciens de la terre veut mettre en valeur,” in “La mort de 
l’art, l’art en vit,” p. 1. 
 
 




24 “The Death of Art – Long Live Art”, p. 5; “pays du Tiers Monde,” in “La mort de l’art, l’art en vit,” p. 5. 
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with 50% of the artists selected from, using another set of Martin’s terms, the “artistic 
centers,” and 50% from the “peripheries.” In a schematic diagram specifying the show’s 
selection criteria, Martin indicated that the artists from the world’s centers would have to 
represent the cutting edge of their time and be “committed to the avant-garde.” Preferably 
they had to be artists who had moved to Europe from Africa or Asia and whose work 
revealed “elements of their cultural roots” or showed “a concern for cultures other than 
their own.” The artists from the peripheries, on the other hand, would be selected if they 
made work of “an archaic nature intended for ceremonies and rituals” or “traditional works 
showing an assimilation of external influences.”25 Ultimately, what this clear dividing line 
signaled, was that the exhibition’s lofty ambitions to stage the first world-wide retrospective 
of contemporary art were marred by the pernicious historical legacy of a world that 
remained divided along old colonial lines.  
The dividing line between art from the centers and art from the peripheries also 
revealed that the selection procedure for Les magiciens de la terre was essentially a 
Eurocentric, metropolitan operation. Martin made no secret of this. “The selection,” he 
declared openly in his curatorial statement, “will be made from a Western standpoint.”26 
Martin then stipulated that the Eurocentric perspective of the show would be beneficiary 
                                                
25 Diagram with selection criteria for Les magiciens de la terre, in “The Death of Art – Long Live Art”, p. 3; 
“centres artistiques (…) la périphérie (…) ceux dont l’oeuvre apparaît aujourd’hui comme la plus pertinente 
(…) caractéristiques issus de leur culture d’origine (…) le réel intérêt qu’ils ont porté à d’autres cultures (…) 
oeuvres de charactère archaïque créées pour des cérémonies rituelles (…) les oeuvres de charactère 
traditionnel faisait preuve d’une assimilation de la réalité vécue,” in “La mort de l’art, l’art en vit,” p. 3. 
 
 
26 “The Death of Art – Long Live Art”, p. 5; “le choix est dicté par un regard occidental,” in “La mort de l’art, 
l’art en vit,” p. 5. 
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to everyone involved, since what he called Western “artistic experience” 27  was more 
evolved than peripheral art practice, and interesting cross-pollinations could emerge from 
the dialogue between his selected pool of metropolitan artists and the peripheral 
“magicians.” For Martin, it was a win-win situation. While the metropolitan artists and 
public would expand their artistic horizons, the magicians Martin was flying in from the 
world’s peripheries would be exposed to the “possibility of reacting to the new cultural 
context offered by the Parisian environment, adapting their work according to the new 
stimuli.”28 
Martin’s overarching philosophy in the selection of artists was explicitly aligned 
with the methodological framework of disciplinary World Literature. “It is odd,” Martin 
laments in his curatorial statement, “that our knowledge of World Literature should far 
exceed that of the visual arts.”29 Art history, he was suggesting, needed to learn from World 
Literature and expand the canonical horizons of the viewing public. Just like World 
Literature had opened up the European canon by encouraging the selection, 
anthologization, translation, and democratic vulgarization of the world’s literary treasures 
beyond Europe, Les magiciens de la terre would effectively announce the advent of World 
                                                
27 “The Death of Art – Long Live Art”, p. 5; “l’expérience artistique,” in “La mort de l’art, l’art en vit,” p. 5. 
 
 
28 “The Death of Art – Long Live Art”, p. 5; “de pouvoir éventuellement permettre aux intervenants de réagir 
au changement de context culturel et, grâce à leur propre appréciation sensitive de Paris, d’adapter leur 
oeuvre à ces nouvelles données,” in “La mort de l’art, l’art en vit,” p. 5. 
 
 
29 “The Death of Art – Long Live Art”, p. 5; “notre information sur la littérature dans le monde est beaucoup 
plus grande que sur les arts visuels,” in “La mort de l’art, l’art en vit,” p. 5. 
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Art by offering an anthology of peripheral and central artworks, or in Martin’s own words, 
“a world art catalogue.”30  
Martin’s vision for an exhibition that would inaugurate the new art-historical 
discipline of World Art was at heart not all too far removed from the conceptual apparatus 
of one of the major tenets of World Literature, Pascale Casanova. Casanova’s neologism 
“littérisation,” proposed in her The World Republic of Letters, subscribes to a similar 
understanding of the artistic consecration of peripheral cultural artefacts through a process 
of transnational circulation. Like Martin’s distinction between artists and magicians, 
Casanova’s Bourdieu-inspired model implies that peripheral works can achieve the status 
of literature and art only if they are consecrated as such by the central authority. To a 
certain extent, then, her model perpetuates a deterministic Eurocentric world vision that 
has direct roots in the history of colonialism.31  
The Eurocentric, universalist, and anthologizing stance of Martin’s preliminary 
curatorial statement was echoed in the short prefatory essay he wrote three years later for 
the exhibition catalogue. Les magiciens de la terre’s ambition, Martin now wrote publicly, 
was to become the first exhibition of World Art. He stated once again that, in the age of the 
“narrowing of the mediated and personal connections between the people of the planet,”32 
                                                
30 “The Death of Art – Long Live Art”, p. 5; “un catalogue des activités artistiques du monde,” in “La mort de 
l’art, l’art en vit,” p. 5. 
 
 
31 “I define littérisation as any operation—translation, self-translation, transcription, direct composition in 
the dominant language—by means of which a text from a literarily deprived country comes to be regarded as 
literary by the legitimate authorities,” in Pascale Casanova, The World Republic of Letters, tr. M.B. DeBevoise 
(Cambridge & London: Harvard University Press, 2004), p. 133. 
 
 
32 Own translation. “(…) resserrement de la communication et des liens, médiatiques et personnels, entre les 
hommes sur la planète,” in Jean-Hubert Martin, “Préface,” in Jean-Hubert Martin ed., Les magiciens de la 
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it had become imperative to expand the canon of art history and familiarize the public with 
creative works produced outside of the metropolitan centers. Martin’s essay also 
unapologetically reiterated that the exhibition had adopted a Western methodological 
perspective. The curatorial team, Martin admitted tellingly, “did not know any Third 
World experts who shared our tastes in and expertise of contemporary Western art.”33  
Martin went on to explain how his curatorial team had gone about selecting the 
works included in the exhibition. The exhibition’s exclusively European experts, Martin 
revealed, had traveled around to world to find artists and artworks that demonstrated “the 
most whimsical imagination [l’imagination la plus fantaisiste].” 34  The curatorial team, 
headed by Martin himself, had identified these most whimsical artists by way of studio 
visits and other chance encounters, which Martin described as akin to a “betting game [un 
pari].” Generally speaking, Martin stated, a curator traveling in search of art does not 
“really understand what he sees conceptually, does not understand what is translatable into 
speech.”35 His team could only go by their visual impressions, and had to make a “bet” on 
the most whimsical works they had encountered by chance. Martin noted that he had 
instructed his team not to select works that could be misunderstood in a European context, 
that did not conform “to the state of our perception, knowledge, and taste,” since these 
                                                
terre exhibition catalogue, Paris, Centre Pompidou and Grande Halle de la Villette, May 18-August 14, 1989 
(Paris: Editions du Centre Pompidou, 1989), p. 8. 
 
 
33 Own translation. “(…) nous ne connaissions pas d’expert du tiers monde partageant nos goûts et nos 
connaissances en art contemporain occidental,” in Les magiciens de la terre exhibition catalog, p. 8.  
34 Own translation. Les magiciens de la terre exhibition catalogue, p. 9. 
 
 
35 Own translation. “(…) un pari, sans réellement comprendre ce qu’il voit de façon conceptuelle et traduisible 
par le langage,” in Les magiciens de la terre exhibition catalog, p. 10. 
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works were what he called “invisible” in the eyes of a European audience.36 In short, Martin 
had no qualms whatsoever about the narrow Eurocentric underpinnings of what was 
purported to be the first truly global exhibition of World Art. 
Strikingly, while Jean-Hubert Martin’s curatorial statements exuded an 
unmistakably Eurocentrist universalism, other critics and theorists who contributed to Les 
magiciens de la terre proclaimed the show to be a timely “postmodern” exhibition which 
aimed to deconstruct universalist and Eurocentric world visions. One such contributor, the 
American critic Thomas McEvilley, wrote in his essay for the show’s catalog that Les 
magiciens de la terre constituted a “striking attempt to implement a postmodern exhibition 
strategy.”37 For McEvilley, such a postmodern strategy was in tune with what he called the 
“relativization of Western attitudes”38 that had taken shape over the course of the 1980s. 
Concretely, Mc Evilley noted, setting up a postmodern exhibition came down to to 
avoiding a showcase of “fragments of uniformity, as is the case for the modernist exhibition 
with its attempt to universalize the canon.” Instead, it was vital to concentrate on “the 
                                                
36 Own translation. “(…)“qui dans l’état de notre perception et de nos connaissances, de notre goût, eussent 
été mal comprises ou incomprises (…) Ces œuvres-là sont invisibles,” in Les magiciens de la terre exhibition 
catalogue, p. 9. 
 
 
37 Own translation. “(…) une tentative marquante d’exécution d’une stratégie d’exposition postmoderne,” in 
Thomas McEvilley, “Ouverture du piège : l’exposition postmoderne et Magiciens de la terre,” in Les 
magiciens de la terre exhibition catalog, p. 22. 
 
 




difference that honors the Other (…) without trying to reduce its innumerable 
multiplicity.”39  
The critical apparatus surrounding Les magiciens de la terre also included 
contributions by postcolonial theorists, from Homi Bhabha to Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak. 
In an essay for the exhibition catalog titled “Hybridity, Heterogeneity, and Contemporary 
Culture,” Homi Bhabha dwelled on what he called the “antidialectical movement of the 
subaltern instance,” 40  and offered his reading of Derrida’s decentering of Western 
metaphysics in Of Grammatology and Writing and Difference as a postcolonial move. 
Meanwhile, in a lecture she gave at a colloquium marking the exhibition’s opening in 1989, 
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak did not fail to offer a more critical perspective by reminding 
the audience of what she called “the habitat of the subproleteriat or the subaltern.” The 
space of the subaltern, Spivak insisted at the colloquium, is the “space where the 
organization or prohibition of exhibitions is meaningless.”41 
                                                
39 Own translation. “La stratégie de l’exposition postmoderne doit s’efforcer d’obtenir non pas des fragments 
d’uniformité, comme c’est le cas pour l’exposition moderniste avec sa tentative d’universalisation des canons, 
mais d’atteindre une concentration sur la différence qui honore l’autre et lui permet d’être lui-même, sans 
essayer de réduire l’innombrable multiplicité en posant le principe autoritaire d’une uniformité cachée,” in 
“Ouverture du piège”, p. 22. Another section of the exhibition catalog, signed Bernard Marcadé and titled 
“The Other, that Great Alibi,” reflected the postmodern premises of McEvilley’s essay. The catalog section 
was conceived as a “genealogy in the shape of a visual and textual fable,” and featured a mix of images and 
loose quotes from canonical texts such as Claude Lévi-Strauss’s Tristes Tropiques, Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s 
Discourse on Inequality, and Hegel’s “Geographical Basis of World History.” Effectively, with this 
deconstructed landscape of Western conceptions of the non-West, Marcadé was implying that the ambition 
of Les magiciens de la terre had been to expand the artistic canon and transcend the Eurocentrism of the past. 
Own translation. “Généalogie—en forme de fable visuelle et textuelle,” in Bernard Marcadé, “L’Autre, ce 
grand alibi,” in Les magiciens de la terre exhibition catalog, p. 33. 
 
 
40  Own translation. “mouvement antidialectique de l’instance subalterne,” in Homi Bhabha, “Hybridité, 
hétérogénéité et culture contemporaine,” in Les magiciens de la terre exhibition catalog, p. 26. 
41 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Looking at Others,” talk at ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ Colloquium, 3-4 June 
1989, Lucy Steeds ed., Making Art Global (Part 2): ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ 1989 (London: Afterall, 2013), p. 
264-265. 
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What these more critical perspectives shared, was a deconstructive suspicion of 
Eurocentric, and specifically Hegelian, conceptions of universality. It was a suspicion that 
by the 1980s had become the dominant critical discourse in Europe and the United States. 
In 1969 Jacques Derrida had written in his essay on the question of humanism in Sartre 
and Heidegger, “The Ends of Man”, that a “radical displacement” was needed in the French 
philosophy of the day. “A radical displacement,” he stated, “can only come from the 
outside. (…) This setting in motion takes place in the violent relationship of all of the 
Occident with its other.” 42  Two years earlier, in his Of Grammatology, Derrida had 
inaugurated this displacement by aligning, in the very first paragraph of the “Exergue,” his 
critique of logocentrism in Western metaphysics with the critique of ethnocentrism. 
Logocentrism, Derrida wrote here announcing the work he would do in his critique, is 
“nothing but the most original and powerful ethnocentrism.”43 
To a certain extent, then, Les magiciens de la terre was itself a nexus where 
competing conceptions of universality and worldliness intersected. McEvilley’s catalog 
essay, Marcadé’s genealogy of Eurocentric conceptions of non-European alterity, and the 
contributions by Homi Bhabha and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak were signaling that Les 
magiciens de la terre wanted to inscribe itself in the intellectual and philosophical climate 
of the 1980s. Including these voices signaled that Les magiciens de la terre wanted to 
                                                
42 Jacques Derrida, “The Ends of Man,” Philosophy and Philosophical Research 30.1 (1969), p. 56; “Un 
ébranlement radical ne peut venir que du dehors (...) Cet ébranlement se joue dans le rapport violent de tout 
de l'Occident à son autre,” in Jacques Derrida, “Les fins de l’homme,” in Marges de la philosophie (Paris: 
Minuit, 1972), p. 162. 
 
 
43 Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, tr. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, 40th Anniversary Edition (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2016), p. 3; “l’ethnocentrisme le plus originel et le plus puissant,” in Jacques 
Derrida, De la grammatologie (Paris: Minuit, 1967), p. 11. 
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transcend logocentric and ethnocentric claims to universality. Postmodern, 
poststructuralist, postcolonial, and deconstructive theories had become staples of critical 
theory over the past two decades, and it was important for Les magiciens de la terre to 
demonstrate that it was on par with such theoretical rigor.  
At the same time, Martin’s curatorial statements left little room for doubt as to the 
universalist and Eurocentric undertones of his own vision for the show. In spite of the 
inclusion of more critical contributions, Martin’s ambitions were not so much located in 
an attempt to decenter or deconstruct the colonial underpinnings of Western universality. 
As Lucy Steeds has convincingly argued in her essay for the most complete history of the 
exhibition, the critical voices included in the interpretative apparatus surrounding Les 
magiciens de la terre seemed “more like ballast added late in the project than fuel for its 
formation, given the accounts of the curatorial process.”44 Martin’s ambition as a curator 
was perhaps more akin to those of Edward Steichen in The Family of Man exhibition at 
MoMA and André Malraux’s Le musée imaginaire. Ultimately Martin was more 
interested—now that decolonization had become history, and the end of the Cold War was 
announcing a nascent globality—in reaffirming France as a country that still had a role to 
play in an expanding world of contemporary art.45  
                                                
44 Lucy Steeds, “ ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ and the Development of Transnational Project-Based Curating,” in 
Making Art Global (Part 2): ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ 1989, p. 34-35. 
 
 
45  Lucy Steeds calls Les magiciens de la terre a “European retort” of Steichen’s Family of Man and a 
“characteristic project for the neoliberal world to come,” in Making Art Global, p. 22 and p. 35. 
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“We have hastily grafted,” Martin had written in his preparatory curatorial 
statement of 1986, “the Hegelian notions of the disappearance of traditional religion and 
consequent death of art on to non-western cultures.”46 Misreading Hegel to suit his own 
conceptual template, Martin had suggested that the Hegelian notion of the “death of art” 
had all too hastily been projected onto the world’s artistic peripheries, and that this 
projection had been detrimental to the “magical” quality of their creative practice. Rather 
than proposing a deconstruction or decentering of Hegelian universality from a 
postcolonial or even postmodern perspective, Martin’s plea to expand the canon of “World 
Art” and make the “magicians of the earth” visible to a metropolitan audience had 
perpetuated the old dividing lines of the colonial world. Instead of effacing the old 
divisions, the history of the globalization of art, his exhibition had revealed, was firmly 













                                                




Figs. 5-10 Installation views of Les Magiciens de la terre. From left to right: Nepalese mandala by Lohsang 
Thinie e.a.; Joe Ben Jr., Sand Painting; Alfredo Jaar, La géographie ça sert d’abord à faire la guerre; Marina 
Abramović, Boat Emptying, Steam Entering; Huang Yong Ping, The History of Chinese Painting and The 
History of Modern Painting Mixed in the Washing Machine for Two Minutes, from China Avant-Garde 
Exhibition Catalog; Huang Yong Ping, Reptiles, installation view at Les magiciens de la terre. Images 
Courtesy Asia Art Archive and lesmagiciensdelaterre.fr 
 
Among Huang Yong Ping’s works included in the China/Avant-Garde exhibition 
at the National Museum of Art, was an installation he had made two years earlier, titled 
The History of Chinese Painting and The History of Modern Painting Mixed in the 
Washing Machine for Two Minutes. The piece consisted of a wooden box containing the 
pulp of two art history books, as well as a handmade sign with the original Chinese title of 
the work, “aĈêV_ä+Ĉê”VbØęÄĻ­§ DĽ” [Zhongguo 
huihuashi he xiandai huihua jianshi zai xiyiji li jiaoban le liang fenzhong].47 A few months 
later, Huang Yong Ping exhibited a different version of the same concept, titled Reptiles in 
French, in the Les magiciens de la terre exhibition in Paris. The piece featured actual 
washing machines, as well as the pulp of Chinese and French newspapers mixed together 
                                                
47 Gao Minglu, Zhongguo xiandai yishu zhan Exhibition Catalogue, National Gallery, Beijing, February 1989, 
p. 9. 
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in the shape of serpents and tortoises. While with these two pieces Huang Yong Ping had 
intended to convey a similar message, the pieces were framed in strikingly contradictory 
ways in both exhibitions. Huang Yong Ping’s work, it seemed, represented the empty 
ground between two competing claims to universality. 
One of the art history books Huang Yong Ping had put in the washing machine 
during the China Avant-Garde exhibition was A Concise History of Modern Painting by 
the British Marxist and Existentialist critic Herbert Read. The book was translated into 
Chinese in 1979 and is generally considered to be the first, and at the time most influential, 
Western art history that was published in post-Mao China.48 The other book that Huang 
Yong Ping had turned into pulp, was Wang Bomin’s The History of Chinese Painting or 
Zhongguo huihua shi. Like Herbert Read’s vulgarizing text, Wang Bomin’s book was a 
classic of Marxist art history written in the 1960s and first published in China in the early 
1980s. “Putting them into the washing machine for two minutes,” Huang Yong Ping would 
write in his artist notebooks later that year, “can better enhance the fusion of Eastern and 
Western painting than debating for a hundred years.”49 
                                                
48  “Most of their information came from articles translated from foreign languages (…). Among the 
publications and exhibitions, the most important and influential was Herbert Read’s Concise History of 
Modern Painting (…). In the early 1980s, the book was probably the only source for Chinese artists to learn 
about Western modern art directly from the West,” in Gao Minglu, Total Modernity, p. 101. See also Shiyan 
Li, Le vide dans l’art du XXe siècle: Occident/Extrême-Orient (Aix-en-Provence: Presses universitaires de 
Provence, 2014), p. 228.  
 
 
49 Translation modified. Huang Yong Ping, Facsimile and Translation of Notebook 1, tr. Yu Hsiao Hwei, 
insert in Philippe Vergne & Doryun Chong eds. House of Oracles: A Huang Yong Ping Retrospective 
(Minneapolis: Walker Art Cetner, 2007), p. 50; “Ĳº.ØęÄ3`ØęÄĻņ"DĽÑ'-!ġ
î}¾ncrě´ĈêïćX,” in Idem, p. 49. 
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The title of Huang Yong Ping’s piece, and vicariously of the two art history books 
it cited, posed the same translation problem as Gao Minglu’s title for the exhibition. 
Strikingly, the word “modern” in Herbert Read’s title was rendered in translation as 
“xiandai”—the same word that was used in Gao Minglu’s title, where it denoted not 
“modern” but “contemporary.” For Read, “modern” referred to the clearly delineated 
period in European and American art history known as the historical modern avant-gardes 
of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. His art history provided concise 
introductions to the main representatives of these avant-garde movements, from futurism 
and surrealism to Dada.50 The translation problem was rendered all the more complex by 
Wang Bomin’s title, The History of Chinese Painting, which adopted an entirely different 
framework. The two tomes of Wang Bomin’s 700-page book told the millennial history of 
Chinese painting from the Stone Age to the Qing Dynasty from the perspective of what 
Wang called in his preface, “national style [ÓµňË, minzu fengge].”51  
The difference in art-historical approaches between the two Marxist critics was 
remarkable—if Read’s approach was a Eurocentric one that favored a history of 
chronologically defined and dialectically progressing movements of the capitalist West, 
Wang Bomin preferred to write the history of artmaking from the perspective of a 
millennial, and at his time of writing in the mid 1960s, revolutionary nation. By mixing 
these two art-historical accounts in the washing machine, then, Huang Yong Ping’s work 
                                                
50 Significantly for the “Xiamen Dadaist” Huang Yong Ping, Herbert Read was particularly interested in 
Dadaism, which he defined as “the breaking-up of all conventional notions of art in order to emancipate 
completely the visual imagination,” in in Herbert Read, A Concise History of Modern Painting (London: 
Thames & Hudson, 1959), p. 120. 
 
 
51 Wang Bomin, Zhongguo huihao shi (Shanghai: Shanghai renmin meishu chubanshe, 1982), p. 1. 
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was deliberately locating itself at the nexus of modernity and contemporaneity, millennial 
and revolutionary China, and ultimately the capitalist Euro-America that was starting to 
spread its influence in the 1980s. In the process, he was defying the interpretative 
framework that surrounded him as an artist. Or as Huang Yong Ping explained in more 
detail in his artist writings: 
We are obliged to see that today language is polluted to such an extent that it is impossible 
not to abuse it (…). The history of art is not a collection of different representations (or 
styles) of the same world; rather, it is different representations of entirely different worlds. 
(…) A united history of art doesn’t exist. Only histories of arts of different worlds exist.     [
WûYëïēÃV, gezhong butong shijie de yishushi] The above-mentioned 
viewpoints could contribute to a rewriting of the history of art.52 
 
 
Huang Yong Ping was claiming, in other words, that his piece wanted to draw the 
viewer’s attention to the fact that, in his view, language, and by extension art history, had 
become “polluted” and needed a good cleaning. Huang Yong Ping felt that during the 
particular moment in history that he was making work, the language that was used to 
interpret his art was too overdetermined, too all-encompassing to grasp its underlying 
message. Art history, Huang Yong Ping was implying, could no longer claim to capture the 
entirety of creative practice. Wang Bomin’s national, China-centric art history and Herbert 
Read’s Eurocentric account were in his view merely “different representations of entirely 
different worlds” that could no longer lay claim to universal validity. 
In other artist writings and interviews, Huang Yong Ping would give more insight 
into the philosophical and theoretical underpinnings of his piece. In an interview with the 
                                                
52 Huang Yong Ping, Facsimile and Translation of Notebook 1, in House of Oracles, p. 52; ”1ºòG
)lïĤğ|ĆÕÈ¶×OÝé (...)ēÃVºwYë7YĚĴ¡ňËïÔŃ
čºw¢ãYïë7YïĚĴ(...)pbĉïēÃVTpbWûYëïēÃVĲ
%ĝßU,¯AēÃV,” in Idem, p. 51. 
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art critic Hou Hanru, Huang Yong Ping revealed that his concept of “polluted” language— 
language that was unable to capture the entirety of the world—was of a direct 
Wittgensteinian lineage and inspired by the philosopher’s phrase “Sometimes you have to 
take an expression out of language, to send it for cleaning, — & then you can put it back 
into circulation.”53 Wittgenstein was also on Huang Yong Ping’s mind in an essay he wrote 
in 1986, titled “On the Question of Language in Art,” which paid tribute to Wittgenstein as 
the philosopher who had pointed to “the limits of language.”54  Ultimately, what drew 
Huang Yong Ping to Wittgenstein’s philosophy of language was a shared understanding of 
representation. Representation in the sense of language, which included the written word 
and art, was always already a limited framing of the world. “Whereof one cannot speak 
thereof one must be silent,”55 Wittgenstein had famously written in his Tractatus Logicus-
Philosophicus, only to immediately come to the conclusion that it was “impossible to form 
a picture of the world [Bild der Welt].”56 Both Wittgenstein and Huang Yong Ping were 
                                                
53 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Vermischte Bemerkungen: Eine Auswahl aud dem Nachlaβ/ Culture and Value: A 
Selection From the Posthumous Remains, revised bilingual edition, eds. Georg Hendrik von Wright & Heikki 
Nyman, tr. Peter Winch (Oxford: Blackwell, 1998), p. 44; “Man muβ manchmal einen Ausdruck aus der 
Sprache herausnehmen, ihn zum reinigen geben, — & kann ihm dann wieder in den Verkehr einführen,” in 
Idem, p. 44e. Huang Yong Ping quotes Wittgenstein’s phrase, and explains that for him “ ‘book washing’ is 
not about making culture cleaner; rather, it tries to make its dirtiness more evident to the eye,” in “To Beat 
the West with the East and to Beat the East with the West,” Huang Yong Ping interviewed by Hou Hanru, 
August 1992, cited in Hou Hanru, “Change is the Rule,” in House of Oracles, p. 14. 
 
 
54 Huang Yong Ping, “On the Question of Language in Art,” in House of Oracles, p. 84. 
55 “wovon man nicht reden kann, daru ̈ber muss man schweigen,” in Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logicus-
Philosophicus, bilingual edition, tr. C.K. Ogden (London & New York: Kegan Paul & Harcourt, 1922), p. 23 
and p. 91. 
 
 
56 “Es wa ̈re dann unmöglich, ein Bild der Welt (wahr oder falsch) zu entwerfen,” in Tractatus Logicus-
Philosophicus, p. 27 and p. 95.  
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convinced that, while there unmistakably was such a thing as a world, it was impossible to 
build a single, overarching representation of it that would be shared by everyone. 
Huang Yong Ping’s interest in the Wittgensteinian limits of language was reflected 
in his early work. In the mid 1980s, Huang Yong Ping had put himself forward as the 
founder and main representative of the so-called “Xiamen Dada” art movement. This 
loosely defined movement had emerged in the margins of the Xiamen Dada exhibition in 
September and October of 1986, which had ended with Huang Yong Ping and his fellow 
Xiamen Dadaists burning their work. “All the works on display in the exhibition Xiamen 
Dada,” Huang Yong Ping wrote in his Statement on Burning included in his artist 
notebooks, “were burned in public at the plaza in front of the Cultural Palace of Xiamen 
on the afternoon of November 23, 1986. This exhibition no longer exists. Any compliment, 
support, doubt, or objection toward it is now meaningless.” 57  By burning their work, 
Huang Yong Ping was implying, the Xiamen Dadaists had precluded any historical or 
theoretical framing of their art, thus exposing the limits of language and art history. 
With his essay for the Xiamen Dada exhibition catalog, reprinted in Zhongguo 
Meishubao, and titled “Xiamen Dada-Postmodern? [NľĮĮ—û[ä+
, Xiamen 
Dada—Yi zhong hou xiandai?],” Huang Yong Ping had written what Gao Minglu would 
later call the definitive “manifesto” of the Xiamen Dadaists.58 In this influential text, Huang 
Yong Ping insisted that he and his fellow Xiamen artists shared the basic artistic philosophy 
                                                
57 Huang Yong Ping, “Statement on Burning,” in Facsimile and Translation of Notebook 1, in House of 
Oracles, p. 56; “NľĮĮ{Ğï{C3`|Ć# 1986.11.23MbNľ³ēÃŉd/âàĲ
{Ğ|Ćhpb<#wqïĨ¤¡®©í¡Pw|mO,” in Idem, p. 55. 
 
 
58 See Gao Minglu, Total Modernity, p. 114 and p. 380n. 
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of the original Dadaist movement, and that they were the direct artistic inheritors of Marcel 
Duchamp and Pietro Manzoni. By aligning himself with some of the main representatives 
of the historical modern avant-gardes, Huang Yong Ping and his fellow Dadaists were 
directly questioning what it meant to be “xiandai” in 1980s China, what it meant to be 
making art on the edge between modernity and contemporaneity. Or in Huang Yong Ping’s 
own words: 
The modern art movement [ä+ēÃİH, xiandai yishu yundong] in China was in full 
swing between 1983 and 1986; the groups founded and the exhibitions organized by young 
artists were extremely rich in both number and diversity. (…) Although it did not produce 
any laudable or historically memorable works (…)—this was not important. What was 
important was that all this turned the art establishment upside down and contributed to 
the emergence of a new generation. (…) This was obviously very “Dada,” and the time to 
promote the Dada spirit explicitly in China had arrived. Dada had never shown its face 
before, but now here it was.59  
 
While in this early essay Huang Yong Ping did not explain in detail what he meant by his 
alignment of Dada and postmodernism, he was clearly implying that the artists of his 
generation, much like the early modern avant-gardes, were shaking up the conventions of 
creative practice in 1980s China. They were redefining the boundaries of artmaking and 
testing the water for a new generation of artists.  
In an essay he wrote for the widely distributed Chinese art journal Meishu in 1989, 
titled “Completely Empty Signifiers: Dada and Chan Buddhism [r9‘ïĎĐ	ĮĮŌ
ús, Wangquan kong de nengzi: Dada yu Chanzong],” Huang Yong Ping would provide 
his claim that Xiamen Dada was a postmodern movement with its theoretical and 
                                                
59 Huang Yong Ping, “Xiamen Dada—Postmodern?,” in House of Oracles, p. 76; “83 }G 86 }}ï¸ŀ
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hou xiandai?,” in Zhongguo Meishubao 46, November 17, 1986, p. 1. 
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philosophical foundation. In this essay, Huang Yong Ping explicitly aligned Xiamen Dada 
with poststructuralist theories on the one hand, and Chan Buddhism on the other. “Dada 
in Western modern art history, and Chan Buddhism in the history of ancient Chinese 
thought,” he wrote, “can serve as examples of completely empty signifiers.”60 Dada, Chan 
Buddhism, and poststructuralism, Huang Yong Ping was provocatively suggesting, shared 
his own sensibility for the limits of language. 
 Huang Yong Ping begins his essay with a reading of one of the foundational myths 
of Chan Buddhism, the story of Buddha passing on a flower to Mahakasyapa. For Huang, 
it was striking how the originally meaningless signifier of the flower at the center of the 
story, which had staged a “completely empty conversation [r9‘ïwģ, wanquan kong 
de duihua]”61 between Buddha and Mahakasyapa, had become laden with meaning in the 
Buddhist tradition that it had inaugurated. For Huang, this was entirely in line with the 
origins of the term “Dada,” which like the story of the flower was what he called “an enigma 
without an answer [Ö¿ĦïĦ, mei you midi de mi].”62 Like the story of the flower, 
“Dada” was an empty signifier that had been picked at random and did not necessarily refer 
to anything. Like Buddha’s flower, it had been imbued with meaning by the art-historical 
and philosophical tradition that had subsequently tried to pin it down and make sense of 
it.   
                                                
60Huang Yong Ping, “Completely Empty Signifiers: Dada and Chan Buddhism,” in House of Oracles, p. 77; “
ě´ä+ēÃVï“ĮĮ”_aS+Vï“ús”U,3r9‘ïĎªïĔ5,” in Huang 
Yong Ping, “Wanquan kong de nengzhi: Dada yu Chanzong,” in Meishu 3 (1989), p. 30. 
 
 
61 “Completely Empty Signifiers”, p. 78; “Wanquan kong de nengzhi,” p. 32.  
 
 
62 “Completely Empty Signifiers”, p. 79; “Wanquan kong de nengzhi,” p. 32.  
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Remarkably, the essay concludes with a complex discussion of Ferdinand de 
Saussure’s concept of the arbitrariness of the sign, Roland Barthes’s Mythologies, Michel 
Foucault’s Les mots et les choses, and Lacan’s seminars. Huang Yong Ping uses these 
insights from structuralist linguistics and poststructuralist theory to underscore his point 
that, again in his view, meaning is something that is always already constructed, that 
discourse is a never-ceasing asymptotic attempt to make sense of lived experience. Just like 
Dada and Chan Buddhism had defied historical and theoretical framings, just like 
poststructuralist thought and the linguistic turn had exposed the underlying discursive and 
socio-political formations that together structure meaning, the Xiamen Dadaists had 
attempted to unsettle the boundaries of Chinese contemporary art practice. 
It was this same suspicion of overarching interpretative framings of artistic practice 
that Huang Yong Ping intended to foreground in his washing machine series exhibited in 
China Avant-Garde and Les magiciens de la terre in 1989. In spite of his defiant and 
provocative positioning as an artist who had the ambition to blur the boundaries of 
discursivity in art, in these two exhibitions Huang Yong Ping was framed in contradicting 
universalist understandings of contemporary culture. While Gao Minglu would offer a 
more nuanced characterization of Huang Yong Ping in his ulterior art-historical writing63, 
at the time of the China Avant-Garde exhibition he was still framed as part of a clearly 
                                                
63 In his Total Modernity, Gao Minglu divided the artists of the 85 Movement into two camps, the “renwen [
'²]” or “humanist” artists and the “guannian [ĝ]” or “idea artists”: “The difference between renwen 
and guannian was that while the renwen artists advocated ideas when making artworks, the idea in their 
specific humanist practice was materialized. (…) The guannian artists of the ’85 Movement, on the other 
hand, were concerned with the function of art, and sought to answer defining questions such as: What is art? 
What is contemporary art in the changing context from modernism to postmodernism?,” in Total Modernity, 
p. 201.  If in his 1989 curatorial statement Huang Yong Ping was considered an active participant in the 
overarching humanist approach of the 85 Movement, for the art historian looking back at the movement, 
Huang Yong Ping had become what he called “the pioneer of Chinese idea art,” in Total Modernity, p. 202. 
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delineated and unified artistic movement that had inaugurated what Gao Minglu had called 
the “crystallization of human culture” in the Chinese context. Strikingly, just a few months 
later, Huang Yong Ping was characterized by Jean-Hubert Martin as one of the show’s 
“magicians” from the artistic peripheries that would complement his vision for a “world 
art catalog.”64 Once more, Huang Yong Ping was inserted into a claim to universality, this 
time one that was rooted in an uncritical continuation of exclusionary Eurocentrism. Just 
like Gao Minglu had misread Huang Yong Ping’s poststructuralist, Dadaist, and 
Wittgensteinian critique of representation and language, Jean-Hubert Martin had failed to 
fully recognize that Huang Yong Ping’s work was positioning itself in a direct dialogue with 
modernist and deconstructive art practice as it had developed in Euro-America.65 
Ultimately, what Huang Yong Ping’s remarkable case demonstrates, is that in 1989 
the competing “conceptions of the world” of the Cold War were starting to be questioned. 
Huang Yong Ping, and the two exhibitions that framed his work in strikingly different yet 
overlapping ways, it seemed, was announcing the nascent regime of globality. The old 
Gramscian, Hegelian, and Marxian claims to universality that had taken shape in the wake 
of Bandung, one could have concluded, were less and less politically necessary. Yet, at the 
same time, the case of Huang Yong Ping illustrates how the claims to globality that were 
                                                
64 That Jean-Hubert Martin had failed to understand the underlying complexity of Huang Yong Ping’s work 
is further evidenced by what he wrote about their first encounter in his travel diary: “Welcomed by Huang 
Yong Ping. (…) There is thought and there are real ideas there, even if the execution is a bit disorderly. (…).” 
Own translation. “Acceuillis par Huang Yongping. (…) Voilà vraiment une pensée et des idées, même si les 
réalisations sont un peu désordonnées,” in Jean-Hubert Martin, Journal de voyage, Saturday November 14, 
1987, in L’Art au large (Paris: Flammarion, 2012), p. 84. 
 
 
65 Later critics, notably Martina Köppel-Yang, have noted that Huang Yong Ping’s washing machine series 
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taking shape around 1989 were firmly rooted in the competing universalities of the Cold 
War. Perhaps what his story is trying to tell us, then, is that the easy globalism that has been 
projected onto the world from all sides of the old Cold War divides since 1989, may not 
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